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P r e f a c e

In medieval France thinkers constantly reconceptualized their past. The 
proper interpretation of past events could give validity to the present and 
help control the future. The saints that now presided over churches and the 
ancestors that had first established a dynasty were an especially crucial part of 
creative memory. Scholars have long known that many of our primary sources 
for the period were written well after the events they describe, so that, for 
example, the reign of Clovis is known principally from the Historia of Greg-
ory of Tours, composed nearly a century later. Such post facto accounts form 
the heart of this book, including twelfth-century scribes contemplating the 
ninth-century documents they copied into cartularies; ninth-century church-
men considering their sixth-century predecessors; and sixth-century writers in 
Gaul coming to terms with the Christianity of the fourth and fifth centuries. 
The changes and upheavals of the period 500–1200 were met by rewriting and 
re-remembering. Memory was always malleable, as each generation decided 
which events of the past were worth remembering and which were to be rein-
terpreted or else quietly forgotten.

Memory is a potentially enormous subject, and this book has constantly 
sought to become the thousand-page wonder that makes academic publishers 
of the twenty-first century recoil in horror. To keep it manageable in size, I
have omitted many interesting topics—some of which were spun off as arti-
cles, summarized only briefly here—and tried (not always successfully) to pare 
down the endnotes to the most recent or most influential works. I urge those 
seeking a fuller historiography to consult the notes to the books and articles
cited. References are generally given in short form; full details are reserved for 
the bibliography.





N o t e s  o n  Te r m i n o l o g y

Royal lineages had no official names in the period covered by this book. Mem-
bers of these lineages did, however, clearly recognize their relatives, and it has 
not therefore seemed an undue stretch for modern scholars to give collective 
names to those related in the male line. The Merovingians were those de-
scended according to legend from Meroveus, offspring of a fifth-century sea 
serpent. The Carolingians, the family of Charlemagne (d. 814), are here the 
Arnulfings (or occasionally the Pippinids) before Charlemagne’s time.1 The 
Capetians are the kings related in the male line to Hugh Capet, who replaced 
the last Carolingian on the French throne in 987, even though he was not in 
fact the first king in his family, a distinction that goes to his great-uncle. Be-
fore Hugh, the lineage is usually called Robertians, after his great-grandfather 
Robert the Strong.

Most of the people who appear in the book have names that could be 
spelled three or four or even more different ways: in modern English, French,
or German (or occasionally Italian), or in medieval Latin. Thus Hugo, Ugo, 
Huo, Hugh, and Hughes are all possible ways to refer to the same person. If
I have not always been completely consistent in choosing which version of a 
name to give someone (e.g., Charlemagne rather than Karl der Grosse, but 
Theoderic rather than Thierri), at least I have always called the same person 
the same thing. For clarity, I make a distinction in how I refer to a saint and 
how I refer to a church dedicated to that saint: Saint Martin indicates the 
person himself, St.-Martin a church dedicated to him.

Most of the examples in this book are from the regions now called 
France and Belgium, plus the westernmost edge of Germany (although the
French-German border was not then where it is now, and Belgium did not 
exist as a country until the nineteenth century). In late antiquity this region is 
Gaul. In the Carolingian age it is Francia. In the eleventh and twelfth centu-
ries it is simply France (although the French kingdom of the high Middle Ages 
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did not include the lower Rhône, which had been part of Roman Gaul but in 
the twelfth century was part of the Holy Roman Empire). Although I take my 
examples from a broad geographic area, especially for the earlier period when 
the records are much sparser, the heart of my discussion is Burgundy-Cham-
pagne, the region stretching roughly from Châlons and Langres to Chalon 
and Mâcon, including Auxerre and Autun, the quintessential region “between 
the Rhine and the Loire.” Place-names are given according to their modern 
French spelling (Reims instead of Rheims, Lyon instead of Lyons), except for 
those located in modern Germany (Aachen, not Aix-la-Chapelle). The few 
exceptions are for places much better known to an English-speaking audience 
by a different version of the name (Cologne, not Köln, and Burgundy, not 
Bourgogne).
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Introduction

The past is never dead. It’s not even past.
—William Faulkner, Requiem for a Nun

Time’s arrow moves in one direction only: forward. But memory moves back-
ward. The past does not stand still but rather is in constant flux as it is remem-
bered, remembered differently, or forgotten. In this book I examine, through 
the lens of memory, the sources from which modern scholars have constructed 
the church history and family history of France in the early and high Middle 
Ages in order to give the sources their full due as efforts to remember—  or to 
create—  a useful past for those who wrote them.

Medieval authors wanted above all to make sure that the events they re-
corded were remembered. Anselm of St.-Remy, giving the history of the 1049 
dedication of his monastery and the great council at Reims, mentions memory 
three times in succession in his prologue. He wrote, he said, so that the events 
would not be “obliterated by silence.” He wanted to be sure that the deeds of 
Leo IX, “of blessed recollection,” be recorded, as worthy of memoria. And he 
wished to have the “memorable conclusion” to his monastery’s rebuilding pro-
gram preserved. At almost exactly the same time, a scribe at the monastery of 
Bèze began a charter recording a nobleman’s gift to his monastery by saying, 
“The human mind is changeable, and what has been done is soon lost to mem-
ory, unless recorded in charters.”1 Sources thus should be seen as written so 
that certain events be properly remembered—  or that those events not recorded 
be allowed to pass into oblivion. The past was malleable, and writing itself 
became an act of power, an effort to use the past to make sense of the 
present.

Medieval society was a “traditional” society—  not in the sense that society 
was unchanging, because in fact society and culture were highly dynamic. But 
it was traditional in that tradition legitimized: “We have always done so” 
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carried enormous moral and legal weight.2 But the exercise of memory allows 
one to alter—  or at least be selective with—  tradition. The “old ways” provided 
validity even when those ways were being changed as they were invoked.3 By 
changing what was “always done” in the past, one could change the present. 
Historical writing involved a conversation with the records of the past, at least 
some of which would have seemed disturbingly strange. Yet the past was the 
source of present custom and even identity, so writers had to be creative. 
Hence I shall discuss how medieval thinkers reconceptualized their pasts, 
sometimes altering tradition quite consciously but more commonly trying to 
interpret a past that seemed highly foreign in order to make it comprehensible 
to their own time.

Medievalists have always realized that the primary sources do not give a 
transparent window into the Middle Ages.4 These sources were rarely written 
at the same time as the events they described. For example, even the essentially 
contemporary documents detailing property transactions between monks and 
laymen tended to be drawn up once the event was over, after all the negotia-
tions had been completed, after the various people whose involvement was 
deemed necessary had been sought out and their consent given. Narrative 
composition was even further removed from the events recorded. Even in 
year-by-year “Annals,” a selection was still made of which events, perhaps 
many months in the past, were significant enough to merit a record. Indeed, 
most surviving “Annals” were written substantially later, with a single author 
telling a continuous story even if he broke it down year by year. An additional 
distance is put between event and surviving record because, in the majority of 
cases, we have not the original manuscript but rather a later copy of it, which 
itself might have been reworked to serve the needs of its own time.

Forgeries are also a key element of the study of creative memory.5 Yet their 
study has been primarily restricted to German-speaking scholars and diplo-
maticists and to the question of whether particular charters should be consid-
ered false or authentic.6 But false charters, like narrative sources, could reflect 
the past their composers would have liked to remember. Monks creating 
forged charters may sometimes have convinced themselves that they were only 
writing down what would or should have been written originally, or in other 
cases they may have knowingly tried to pass off blatant confections as genuine. 
They did at any rate often fool their own successors.

Merely to ask if a charter is “true” or “false” is not enough. I would cer-
tainly not suggest that medieval authors failed to understand the difference 
between real or imaginary. When medieval authors forged, they knew it. Both 
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late imperial and early medieval law codes took forgery very seriously, and 
penalties were severe.7 But one could not merely conclude that these authors 
hypocritically committed forgery behind a pious facade. To re-remember the 
past, even to the extent of creating documents that should have existed, was to 
engage in activities that, for them, were true.

Given the relative sparsity of sources in the first place, their unreliability 
(in a positivist sense) can cast something of a pall over efforts to write history. 
But medievalists have been asking not “what really happened” but “what did 
contemporaries find significant” or “what were the authors’ attitudes toward 
the events they described” long before postmodern theory became established 
within the historical discipline.8 This is not to cast doubt on the possibility of 
studying early medieval history at all or to flog the gap between document and 
reality, already too well understood. Rather, it emphasizes the need to study 
the ways that medieval chroniclers and cartulary compilers used, understood, 
and reworked their own sources for the history of their past.

Recently a number of scholars have decided to make a virtue rather than 
liability out of the gap between event and record. “Memory” has rather 
abruptly become one of the more exciting ways of approaching medieval his-
tory.9 If von Rankian positivism has not been completely abandoned, then the 
question has still certainly shifted. Three scholars essentially began the current 
study of memory in the Middle Ages, two historians and a literary specialist: 
Walter Goffart, Patrick Geary, and Mary Carruthers. Goffart studied the great 
“national” narratives of the early Middle Ages, not to mine them for nuggets 
of information but rather to ask about the meaning of the past they portrayed 
for their own contemporaries. Geary argued that the modern vision of the 
tenth century as a rather dark and chaotic period is based not on tenth-century 
sources but rather on sources written by eleventh-century authors, who delib-
erately created such a vision in order to draw a contrast with their own period. 
Carruthers focused on how medieval thinkers conceptualized the process of 
memory itself, including their methods for remembering complicated texts 
and the importance of preserving the memoria of sacred events.10

Initial scholarly doubts as to whether there could be anything useful to be 
learned by the study of memory were quickly cast aside, as growing numbers 
of historians have found it much more worthwhile to ask how medieval au-
thors thought of their own pasts than to pursue a rather fruitless search for 
historical “truth.”11 Modern psychology has also made clear how flexible 
human memory is, with remembered events continually subject to change, 
shuffled and altered to make emotional or intellectual sense.
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Medieval people’s memory and the shaping of that memory for present 
needs have thus become a focus of study in their own right. The study of me-
dieval memory has also begun to merge with hagiographic studies, which have 
shaken off the old label of “history of superstition.”12 Because a saint’s life was 
often written long after the saint herself had lived or was rewritten a century 
or two later even if there was a roughly contemporary vita, such lives were 
long considered useless as sources of accurate history. But they have more re-
cently been recognized as extremely useful sources for discovering how medi-
eval people conceptualized their own pasts.13 Patrick Geary, a pioneer in 
treating saints’ lives as a fit subject for study just as he was later a pioneer in 
memory studies, at first received strong discouragement in this area as well.14

But almost immediately a number of other medieval scholars began treating 
saints’ lives as a new, previously undiscovered source with which to ask ques-
tions about everything from gender to power relationships, and by the 1990s 
the need to justify the use of hagiographic materials was over.15 Merovingian 
studies especially, once nearly moribund, have been revived by the new inter-
est in the vitae of Merovingian-era saints, especially women saints.16

In this book I take the study of medieval memory one step further, using 
it as a tool to ask questions about both the political and ecclesiastical history 
of France in the early and high Middle Ages. Here I address the ways that the 
past was creatively remembered, not simply as an exercise in memory but as 
part of self-definition and the creation of identity. I shall provide close exam-
inations of how clerical authors viewed, tried to come to terms with, and often 
reworked the histories of their churches and of how noble families sought to 
define their authority and their ancestors. Representations of a family’s past 
could serve as a bulwark for their political and social position in the 
present.17

The most important ecclesiastical sources for the present study are cartu-
laries, chronicles, saints’ vitae, and “Gesta,” the latter being histories of the 
abbots or bishops who headed a particular church. Secular sources include the 
family histories and royal chronicles that served a similar function as “Gesta,” 
although for different sorts of rulers. In addition, sources include forged doc-
uments, which deserve to be analyzed much more broadly than they often 
have been.

By focusing on the creation of written works, forged or authentic, I am of 
course privileging literacy over orality, but this should not be taken as any a 
priori judgment on the worth of the literate. After all, the line between literary 
and oral is not the same as the line between elite and popular, for many 
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authors wrote down accounts they said they had heard orally, and even the 
illiterate could and did have stories read aloud to them. Literacy was also (rel-
atively) common in the Middle Ages, scholars now agree, at least as much so 
as before the origins of modern schooling in the eighteenth century. Recent 
studies of medieval memory have thus discarded the artificial distinction be-
tween oral memory, assumed to be flexible, and written memory, assumed to 
be invariable. A study of records necessarily focuses on the written word, but 
one must always recall that words were generally spoken before they were 
written and that oral comments upon the completed page would have been 
part of the written page’s uses.18

In addition, the written word was used to validate nonwritten sources 
and vice versa. Abbot Bovo’s eleventh-century account of the discovery (in-
ventio) of the relics of Saint Bertin, the patron of his monastery, justified his 
own authority and the spiritual power of his house, but his written text would 
not have sufficed without the relics themselves, and the relics would have had 
little value without his account validating their identity.19 Hence, although 
the following discussion focuses on the creation of the written word, it must 
always be kept in mind that the present silence of the surviving parchment 
and the words written on it masks an original context of doubtless noisy 
conversation.

The monks, bishops, and kings who reworked the received memories of 
their own pasts, of ancient saints and ancestors, creatively reworked memory 
so powerfully that the paradigms they created have persisted in modern histor-
ical memory. That is, the modern conception of Roman Gaul is heavily influ-
enced by the historians of the sixth and seventh centuries, and the modern 
view of the Merovingian period is still that shaped by their Carolingian-era
successors. Carolingian history itself tends to be studied with an eye toward 
the tenth and eleventh centuries, when supposedly it all came apart, or even 
(sometimes) toward the European Union, when supposedly it all came to-
gether again.20 Even when we still have the sources on which medieval chron-
iclers drew to create an account of their past—  which we do in a surprising 
number of cases—  scholars tend to accept medieval authors’ perspective on 
what these sources mean.

Here I am not so much interested in creating new paradigms to replace 
the ones that have held sway from the early Middle Ages until now—  although
to some extent that is the result—  as in examining how those paradigms were 
created in the first place. I want to emphasize that my central purpose is not to 
create a more “accurate” version of early medieval history. Rather, this book 
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explores how the version that writers of the Middle Ages wanted to be remem-
bered was constructed and how elements that did not fit into that vision were 
reworked, reexplained, or quite deliberately forgotten.

Thus the contrasts between what one period remembered and what the 
sources of an earlier period suggest may in fact have happened indicate that 
cartularies were far more than transcriptions of a church’s archives; that mo-
nasticism became well established in Gaul only in the seventh century, not the 
fifth; that the Merovingian church was not in decline when the Arnulfings 
rose to power; that Pippin the Short’s ancestors were not a straight line of 
mayors of the palace leading inevitably to the Frankish throne; and that mon-
asteries of the high Middle Ages had very different records, rules, and patrons 
than those in late antiquity. Though these will not be novel insights to modern 
historians, the point is that all of these issues were seen quite differently by 
medieval people themselves, looking back at their own pasts. Throughout, 
even if I cast doubt on the accuracy of medieval memories, I strive not to 
denigrate the integrity and dignity of those whose memories they were. They 
remembered in a certain way for certain reasons, and their reasons are this 
book’s true focus.

This study spans a broad period, from the sixth century to the twelfth, from 
the establishment of what one might term the medieval form of Christianity, 
to the rise and decline of Carolingian hegemony, to the broadest flourishing of 
monasticism. Or rather this study spans the period from the twelfth century 
to the sixth, because for a study of looking backward I have structured the 
book to move chronologically backward. The reverse chronology was chosen 
in order to emphasize that my central concern is not particular events but 
rather the memory of those events. If a chapter (say) on ninth-century records 
were followed rather than preceded by one on the use of such records in the 
twelfth century, it would be too easy to make the principal question whether 
the twelfth century got it right. The chief geographic focus is the region of 
Burgundy-Champagne, but for earlier centuries, with a much smaller number 
of surviving sources, the territory from which materials have been selected 
expands.

This book builds on yet goes well beyond my earlier work on the medieval 
church and noble families. The organization here, starting in the twelfth cen-
tury and then moving back toward the sixth, mirrors my own scholarly career. 
Previously I tended to focus on the new, on reformation of the old or the 
creation of entirely novel forms of thought and religious life.21 Here, however, 
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I examine how monks in houses with long histories tried to understand the 
documents in their archives, many of which made little sense for contempo-
rary purposes, and to come to terms with the events of earlier centuries as re-
flected in those documents. In my previous work on Carolingian-era family 
trees, I tried to work out what family connections really existed, as well as 
what these family connections can tell us about contemporary family struc-
ture,22 but here my main interest is how some relatives were deliberately added 
to family genealogies—  and which ones just as deliberately left out.

In taking the story of memory back into the Merovingian era, I am enter-
ing a new field of study. Scholars of the early Middle Ages have for years been 
trying to persuade those of us primarily focused on the twelfth century that 
“our” century did not invent religious reform, literacy, government, or family 
consciousness, and it thus seems appropriate for someone who began with 
twelfth-century studies to go back to the first medieval centuries for a good 
look.

Many other extremely able scholars have of course worked with early me-
dieval sources before me. Because of the relative scarcity of those records (and 
also somewhat ironically, given these scholars’ zeal for informing others of the 
importance of the period), historians studying the era often become highly 
protective of their sources and contentious over what they tell us. Some could 
thus be irritated at a historian entering their territory from a twelfth-century 
perspective. Perhaps because it has been so difficult to answer the basic ques-
tions about the narrative of events in the sixth through eighth centuries, those 
studying the period are still trying to address them, but these are not the only 
questions worth asking.

If I do not always appear properly appreciative of the historiography of a 
modern dispute (for example, over the functions of a Merovingian royal offi-
cial), it is not because I am dismissive of such scholarship but because I believe 
it crucial to include the beginnings of the Middle Ages within broader medi-
eval history. Gaul’s saints were the principal saints revered in medieval France, 
and the Merovingian kings were the original model for what the Carolingians 
and later the Capetians either had to adopt or react against. The memory of 
late antiquity needs to be kept alive even among scholars who have not spent 
half their lives studying it, so that it shall not be forgotten in the twenty-first
century any more than it was in the ninth century or the twelfth.

The first chapters of this book focus on chronicles and charter collections 
from the high Middle Ages, as compositions intended to order the past and 
make it useful. I begin with cartularies, which were, in the form they acquired 
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in the twelfth century, a way of making sense of the Carolingian past. I also 
study chronicle sources that put the histories of the authors’ own monasteries 
at the center of global history, as constructed by monks trying to be true to the 
records they found but also trying to create something useful for their own 
present.

Next I turn to the Carolingian era, when polyptyques were compiled to 
order both the more recent and the more distant past, when forged documents 
took the creation of memory to new levels, and when noble families reorga-
nized themselves around the imperial center. Crucial to this section is the 
Carolingian royal family themselves: how they justified their position by re-
working the memory of their family, with the assistance of clerical authors at 
court, and how the monks of the Carolingian empire reacted to them. The 
transitional period between the Merovingian and Carolingian eras, I shall 
argue, was to a large extent a true time of forgetting.

Finally I turn to the Merovingian period, for even an age that may now 
appear long forgotten looked at its own forgotten past and tried to revive it. 
Here I reexamine the rise of the cult of the saints through the lens of memory, 
specifically the way that hagiographers of the sixth century tried to deal with 
the almost complete gap in veneration between the time when martyrs lived 
and died and their own time, when those martyrs were honored and their 
bodies dispersed among the churches—  a gap which, from the hagiographers’ 
point of view, should not have existed. When people lived in times of long 
ago, they never thought they lived long ago. They thought they lived Now.



C h a p t e r  1

Cartularies: Remembering the 
Documentary Past

In the first decade of the twelfth century, Warin, cantor of the cathedral of 
Châlons-sur-Marne, set out to create a cartulary for his church, a book into 
which he copied old charters. He began, “Here are the documents (precepta) of 
the church of St.-Etienne of Châlons, which were scattered (dispersa) and nearly 
destroyed by age. Warin the cantor collected them and copied them with his 
own hand.” On the following pages he transcribed charters from kings and 
bishops, as well as a few from powerful laymen, dating between 565 and 1107.1

This cartulary, composed of forty-eight parchment folios, is the only 
source for the documents Warin copied, for all of the originals have disap-
peared.2 Since he was already concerned about the ravages of time, and since 
the earliest of the documents he copied was already some 550 years old when 
he worked and doubtless written on papyrus, this disappearance is unsurpris-
ing. The cartulary has been little noted by scholars, other than those editing 
the charters of Charles the Bald, who issued a large number of precepta for the 
bishopric of Châlons. There is nothing particularly remarkable about Warin’s 
cartulary, other than our knowing the scribe’s name and his stated purpose for 
creating it. Dozens of scribes at other monasteries and cathedrals across the 
neighboring regions of Champagne and Burgundy created cartularies within a 
generation on either side of Warin’s enterprise. But this modest cartulary un-
derlines something far too easy to overlook: we would know substantially less 
about the Merovingian and Carolingian periods were it not for obscure scribes 
of the high Middle Ages.

The majority of earlier documents are now available only because later 
scribes believed they were worth copying and preserving. It has been estimated 
that, for all the regions contained within modern-day France, fewer than five 
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hundred original charters survive from before the year 900,3 meaning that our 
knowledge of the early Middle Ages depends on high medieval cartularies. 
Thus, although the study of cartularies might be considered diplomatic his-
tory, it is also an example of memory studies. We remember what the monks, 
nuns, or cathedral canons of the high Middle Ages wanted posterity to 
remember.

Ecclesiastical and Secular Cartularies

To give the simplest definition, a cartulary is a codex into which were copied 
charters that had been collected over a period of years or even centuries. The 
term cartularium originally just meant a collection of charters, probably kept in 
a box.4 Codexes containing copies of charters became common in the high Mid-
dle Ages, but such a volume was rarely called a cartularium before the seven-
teenth century; in the Middle Ages it was most commonly called simply a liber.5

Cartularies remain surprisingly little studied; it is not even possible to 
create an accurate list of the French cartularies that still survive.6 Treating a 
cartulary as an unproblematic window into a monastery’s archival holdings, as 
has too often been done, can make the cartulary itself invisible, thus prevent-
ing proper appreciation of this kind of record.7 My purpose here is to give 
visibility to cartularies as an expression of memory: not just witnesses to what 
might have been written down at an earlier time but as evidence of medieval 
people making conscientious efforts to order and renew their memory of the 
past.

To the modern medievalist, French cartularies may seem a normal and 
unambiguous source. One goes to the library or to interlibrary loan, and there 
they are: edited by conscientious scholars, perhaps dusty and a bit yellow but 
still perfectly serviceable. Like Warin eight centuries before them, editors have 
prepared useful copies of documents they feared would otherwise be lost or 
made inaccessible. Cartularies’ familiarity may, however, obscure a crucial as-
pect of their composition: they were novel, even revolutionary when they were 
first put together and represented a new way of organizing and thinking about 
both a monastery’s past and its possessions.8

Modern edited cartularies are themselves the product of reconsidering the 
past. A well-done edition is a boon for the scholar, obviating the need for every 
person using the same cartulary to try to sort out the identification of the same 
persons or places or to decipher the same obscure readings. But a printed 
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edition is a commentary, not just a form of transmittal, and medieval cartu-
laries were themselves much more than transmittals of earlier documents.

Most eleventh- and twelfth-century French cartularies were produced by 
ecclesiastics for their churches, whether monastery or cathedral. In addition, a 
handful of great nobles (usually king or count) produced cartularies, begin-
ning in the 1180s, although most secular cartularies, always rarer than ecclesi-
astical cartularies, date from the late Middle Ages.9 Secular cartularies were 
generally composed not primarily of donation charters but rather of fiscal ac-
counts and the records of oaths of fidelity and the settlement of disputes. 
These secular cartularies were often drawn up in response to specific crises—  in
Champagne, for example, the rebellions and difficulties that accompanied the 
regency of Countess Blanche at the beginning of the thirteenth century.10 In 
the following pages I shall focus almost entirely on ecclesiastical cartularies, 
but secular cartularies, too, served to organize and perpetuate memory.

The Origin of Cartularies

Copying charters was already an old practice when the cantor Warin worked 
at Châlons. The first cartularies, the first volumes composed of integral copies 
of documents, were composed in the Rhineland.11 Fulda’s cartulary, begun 
under Abbot Hrabanus Maurus in the early ninth century, was a collection of 
small books, one for each region where the monks owned property, with char-
ters arranged roughly chronologically within each booklet. Although only 
fragments remain of these original booklets, they were recopied into a single 
codex in the twelfth century.12 The future of cartularies was as a codex, not 
booklets. The monastery of Wissembourg, a seventh-century foundation, put 
its cartulary together a generation or two after Fulda’s, in the 860s.13 At Lorsch, 
a monastery founded in 764, almost all the documents in the existing twelfth-
century cartulary are organized by early medieval pagus and indeed date from 
before the final decades of the ninth century, so it seems likely that the cartu-
lary was originally put together in the 870s, and the monks of the twelfth 
century, like their contemporaries at Fulda, recopied it.14

A key role in the creation of these ninth-century cartularies may have 
been played by the late eighth-century Codex Carolinus. This volume was orig-
inally put together by the Frankish royal chancery in 791, when Charlemagne 
feared that the letters on papyrus that he and his predecessors, Charles Martel 
and Pippin the Short, had received from the popes over the previous 
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three-quarters of a century would be lost if not recopied.15 Short headings 
were added to each charter in the codex, summarizing the contents, just as 
later cartulary scribes typically used short headings (rubrics, commonly writ-
ten in red ink). The original, eighth-century version of the Codex Carolinus 
was copied in Cologne in the second half of the ninth century and thus may 
well have been the inspiration for other cartularies composed in the 
Rhineland.

If the Codex Carolinus gave the format for early cartularies, then the need for 
such a book came from the large number of charters, which by the ninth century 
must have become very unwieldy. At Fulda, for example, there are some five 
hundred documents in its cartulary dating from before the year 800, which may 
well have been why the organization and copying of these documents seemed 
necessary. Large numbers of charters did not necessarily lead to cartulary cre-
ation, however. Cartularies remained unusual in the Carolingian era. St.-Gall, 
with as many documents as Fulda, managed very well without one.16 Sometimes 
documents might just be paraphrased briefly in libri traditioni (Traditionsbücher 
in modern German) or listed even more summarily in a register.17

In contrast to the Rhineland, there were essentially no French, English, or 
Italian cartularies before the eleventh century.18 Individual charters might be 
recopied or a few related charters copied together into a dossier for a specific 
purpose,19 but for the most part the original documents in the archives were 
considered sufficient before the year 1000. Ecclesiastics could be acutely aware 
of what their archives contained and be determined to preserve the memory of 
the events recorded in those archives, without requiring integral transcriptions.

At the monastery of St.-Wandrille of Fontenelle, for example, a chronicle 
from the early ninth century related the history of the house and its abbots since 
its seventh-century foundation. The chronicler spoke proudly of royal charters 
in the archives (in scriniis, the same term he used for reliquaries) and para-
phrased a number to illustrate his points, but he saw no need to make complete 
copies.20 Similarly, a contemporary monk at St.-Denis wrote the “Gesta Da-
goberti,” fleshing out the vita of the Merovingian king with short paraphrases of 
royal documents given to his monastery, where Dagobert was buried.21

In the tenth century one occasionally sees a transitional form between 
ninth-century paraphrases within a chronicle and eleventh-century cartu-
laries. For example, at the Flemish monasteries of St.-Bertin and of St.-Peter’s 
of Ghent, the monks wrote gesta of the abbots of their houses (the version at 
Ghent modeled directly on that of Fontenelle), including a full transcription 
of some of their charters.22 In all these cases, the authors knew their archives, 
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knew that they were special, even sacred, but the chroniclers at Fontenelle and 
St.-Denis, unlike the later monks of St.-Bertin and Ghent, did not see copying 
entire texts as a necessary part of preserving what was already so precious.

One possible reason why eastern Francia developed its cartularies so much 
earlier than did the West, it has been suggested, is that western estates were 
larger and better organized, whereas eastern monasteries had received a great 
many small gifts in many places, requiring a cartulary to keep track of them.23

It has also been suggested that, because public notaries were never found in 
eastern Francia as they had been in the West, churches there took charge of 
their own records sooner and found the cartulary form a convenient tool.24

The problem with this explanation is that public notaries were also gone from 
western Francia by 800, and western churches hence took responsibility for 
their records at least two centuries before the appearance of cartularies.25

Another proposed explanation is that eastern churches felt threatened by 
the Carolingians and created first dossiers of property holdings and then car-
tularies to help defend these holdings from the king.26 The difficulty here is 
that western churches were just as threatened by royal seizure of property, as 
discussed in Chapter 8. Perhaps the explanation should be found rather in the 
difficulties western monasteries faced in the ninth century from Vikings, lay 
abbots, and royal depredations, difficulties that left few with a regular life. 
Only with monastic reform and renewal did houses look back over the records 
of their history and seek to retell that doubtless glorious past through ordering 
those records in cartularies.27

Cartularies in the Eleventh to Thirteenth Centuries

One hundred and fifty years after the first Rhineland cartularies, ecclesiastical 
records began to be copied into cartularies in the French heartland.28 Cartu-
laries first appeared there in the eleventh century and became common only in 
the early decades of the twelfth. They appear to have been composed in the 
context of reform and increased order; the cartulary of St.-Etienne of Dijon, 
for example, was put together just after this house of secular canons was re-
formed to the Augustinian rule in 1113.29

Perhaps the earliest existing codex from the Burgundy-Champagne re-
gion that could now be considered a cartulary is that of St.-Pierre-le-Vif of 
Sens, from the opening years of the eleventh century.30 It took the form of a 
lectionary into which, at several points, documents from St.-Pierre’s archives 
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were copied.31 This cartulary, a volume that included prayers, sermons, and 
charters all copied together, was clearly not modeled on the very differently 
organized Rhineland cartularies. Rather, in an effort to organize and preserve 
important material, the St.-Pierre scribe joined liturgy and charters in an act 
of conscious memory.

If we know, because it still survives, that the monks of St.-Pierre-le-Vif 
were creating a cartulary at the beginning of the eleventh century, then we can 
infer that at roughly the same time another one of the earliest Burgundian 
cartularies was being created at the monastery of Flavigny. Here, however, the 
earlier compilation is suggested only by the much better known cartulary of 
the twelfth century. The dates of the charters range from 717 to 1113, but virtu-
ally all date from before the second quarter of the eleventh century. Although 
it is known from the Chronicon of Hugh of Flavigny, abbot at the end of the 
eleventh century, that the monks received a large number of gifts from the 
local laity after about 1050, none of these are recorded in the cartulary. Thus it 
seems most likely that the cartulary was initially put together in the early elev-
enth century, shortly after the monastery was reformed under Abbot Heldric 
(992–1009), and that Hugh of Flavigny listed gifts in his Chronicon as a 
supplement.32

The cartulary of Flavigny doubtless achieved its final form shortly after 
1113, when a scribe recopied the early eleventh-century compilation, incorpo-
rating the records of the half-dozen gifts that had been made since the cartulary 
was originally put together but that had eluded Abbot Hugh. The twelfth-
century scribe seems also to have physically attached the original charters re-
cording the house’s eighth-century foundation to the back of his codex. There 
they were copied by a late medieval scribe, who made a duplicate of the cartu-
lary, and there they were seen by Jean Mabillon in the seventeenth century.33

When Flavigny’s 1113 cartulary was composed, cartularies had become 
much more common than they had been a century earlier. The real impetus 
for cartularies in Burgundy had come in the middle of the eleventh century, 
with their composition at Cluny. It is surely significant that Cluny was 
founded after the era of Viking attacks and had always observed a regular life. 
There scribes tried, not always successfully, to group the charters from their 
voluminous archives by abbot. Cluny’s first cartulary (Cluny A) includes doc-
uments dating to the monastery’s early decades; other cartularies were then 
composed using the same organizational system.34 St.-Bénigne of Dijon, 
which had been reformed to Cluny’s ordo two generations earlier, quickly pro-
duced its own cartulary.35
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Cluny’s cartularies proved highly influential, and in the first decades of 
the twelfth century a number of older monasteries also produced their first 
(relatively comprehensive) collections of charters. As well as Warin’s cartulary 
at Châlons and the final version of the cartulary of Flavigny, examples from 
the same region include the cartularies of St.-Etienne of Dijon, St.-Marcel-lès-
Chalon, Bèze, Montier-en-Der, Vézelay, and the Cluniac nunnery of Marci-
gny.36 The rapid multiplication of cartularies suggests that scribes at one 
church were inspired by hearing about the new cartulary at another. Some 
older houses waited to produce cartularies, but most late twelfth-century car-
tularies were composed at houses that had been founded only recently. Among 
the Cistercians of Burgundy, for example, Pontigny and Theuley put together 
their first cartularies at the very end of the twelfth century.37

Many churches that had not created a cartulary in the twelfth century 
composed one in the thirteenth. The houses that did so included both new 
foundations of the twelfth century and small, older houses that did not have 
enough accumulated documents to require a cartulary before the thirteenth 
century. For example, Cîteaux, Clairvaux, and the old Benedictine house of 
St.-Seine all composed cartularies in the 1220s.38 The cathedral chapter of Lan-
gres, whose archives dated back only to the late eleventh century, waited until 
the early 1230s to create their first cartulary, although by then they had accu-
mulated so many documents in their archives that they needed five scribes to 
work simultaneously on the project.39 The monastery of St.-Germain of Aux-
erre, though founded in the Merovingian era, had few enough early docu-
ments that there was nothing like the same urgency in cartulary compilation. 
But even this house composed a cartulary in 1266, which was then added to in 
the following decades and indeed as late as the seventeenth century.40

Churches with an eleventh- or early twelfth-century cartulary might cre-
ate an additional one in the late twelfth or thirteenth century, incorporating 
the charters that had been collecting since the original codex was put together. 
The monks of St.-Serge of Angers composed their first cartulary at the begin-
ning of the twelfth century, including documents dating back to the house’s 
foundation, and then, some two generations later, composed a second, includ-
ing documents issued during the intervening years and some concerning the 
house’s priories.41 The monks of both Montier-en-Der and Molesme, who had 
composed their first cartularies in the 1120s, waited until the end of the thir-
teenth century to compose their second.42 Similarly, monks with an early 
thirteenth-century cartulary generally waited to compile a second. The Cister-
cian monks of Cîteaux, Longué, Fontenay, and Pontigny, for example, who 
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had composed their first cartularies early in the thirteenth century (in the 
1190s for Pontigny), created their second cartularies only in the final years of 
that century.43

Forging the Past at St.-Denis

Cartulary scribes rarely attempted to improve what they found in their archives. 
Although most cartularies ended up with at least a few forgeries in them, gen-
erally these were created well before the cartulary itself. At Montier-en-Der, for 
example, which has an unusually large number of forged papal bulls, the forg-
eries were all created in the eleventh century, a good fifty years before a cartulary 
scribe incorporated them as authentic. Here the eleventh-century monks used 
the recent rise to preeminence of the papacy for their own purposes.44 A forgery 
was confected to address a particular challenge to a monastery’s rights or posses-
sions, but the twelfth-century cartulary scribe, in assuming the forgery’s au-
thenticity, made its memory part of the house’s ongoing present.

St.-Denis provides an unusual exception, in that the monks of the high 
Middle Ages repeatedly changed what they found in their records. They car-
ried out a wholesale reworking of their history in the eleventh century, with 
the deliberate effort to deceive, to create a falsified past that would help them 
maintain their lands.45 Their initial forgeries were created at the same time as 
the monks of Montier-en-Der were composing false papal charters, but the 
St.-Denis monks preferentially forged Merovingian-era documents.

More papyrus documents survive from St.-Denis than from any other 
monastery north of the Alps, and the reason is that they took on a new life, 
and hence a new value, when the monks turned them over so that forgeries 
could be written on the backs.46 The monks were well aware that ancient re-
cords had been written on papyrus; their own archives told them so. But pa-
pyrus had not been imported into western Europe for centuries. Therefore, in 
order to give their forgeries a specious air of authenticity, they reused what 
they had. Although this reuse has been labeled a “destruction” of the memory 
of the past,47 they actually ended up doing a better job than any other French 
monastery of preserving their Merovingian-era papyri. For that matter, the 
same monks of St.-Denis were very careful to preserve, unaltered, their earliest 
parchment charters. It thus seems more appropriate to see their activities not 
as destruction but rather as the re-creation of the past in a more comprehensi-
ble (to them) and useful form.
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At about the same time or a few years later, these monks also confected a 
small cartulary full of forged documents, supposedly dating from the seventh 
through ninth centuries, plus a few privileges from eleventh-century popes. 
Although the documents in the cartulary are not precisely the same as the 
forgeries on papyrus—  indeed, two of the cartulary’s Merovingian-era docu-
ments are considered authentic—  the texts are close enough that it seems most 
likely that efforts were coordinated.48 By the 1060s the composition of cartu-
laries was considered normal enough that the monks believed that displaying 
copies of their “privileges” written in such a cartulary would give an additional 
air of plausibility to the papyri. In order to claim property for their monastery, 
the monks turned to the past, a past that was mediated through the produc-
tion of cartularies. Antiquity provided validity, both they and their contempo-
raries would have agreed. Thus they forged documents of those who had 
supposedly been generous to the house in its earliest days.

Especially important to the eleventh-century monks was King Dagobert I 
(d. 639). Dagobert had been buried at St.-Denis, as already noted. St.-Denis’s 
ninth-century vita of Dagobert had transformed him into a virtual saint, and it 
seemed entirely appropriate that their cartulary begin with gifts from him. But 
the monks had no necessary preference for one dynasty over another; their 
cartulary also included gifts and privileges from Charlemagne, Charles the 
Bald, and Philip I, their contemporary, whom they asked to confirm everything 
recorded in the cartulary. Popes were equally important; included were many 
(supposed) charters from the time of Popes Zacharias and Stephen II in the 
middle of the eighth century, up through the monks’ contemporaries Nicholas 
II and Alexander II. The eighth-century popes were identified as the same ones 
who helped establish the Carolingians on the Frankish throne,49 which further 
validated the monastery’s status. In addition, the monks referred to the Pseudo-
Isidorian decretals (discussed further in Chapter 5) under the name of the “De-
cretum of Pope Gregory”; the decretals, by stressing the pope’s eminence, 
reduced the authority of bishops over monasteries. The whole cartulary was 
thus intended to create a memory of their house and its possessions: beloved by 
kings and popes, not subject to the whims of the bishops of Paris, it was wealthy 
and holy and deserved every bit of its preeminence.50
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Cartularies and the Written Word

Composition in the high Middle Ages has sometimes been seen not merely as 
an effort to shape memory through writing but as a symptom of a new atti-
tude toward record keeping, an increase in what is termed the “literate mode.”51

The first cartularies, it has been argued, were a response to a new way of look-
ing at the written word: indeed, a “mutation” of the year 1000 as significant as 
those that have been postulated for political and social structures.52 But as I 
shall argue, this is too simple a way to look at cartularies.

Certainly the administration of power in the high Middle Ages became 
increasingly focused on written documents. Orders and commands were 
communicated in writing, as were judicial decisions, and the maintenance 
and organization of written records became the task of professionals at the 
papal and royal courts. The late antique distinctions between public and 
private charters, or between judicial decisions given in writing and docu-
ments that merely recalled a judicial action (subjectif versus objectif in mod-
ern French), were long gone, and scribes and chanceries felt free to develop 
their own models.53 At roughly the same time, nonroyal laymen began seal-
ing charters as kings had done for centuries, and bishops routinely sealed the 
charters that they witnessed. The seal, which normally carried a stereotyped 
image of the bishop or the lord, became a projection of authority and by 
association of the sealed charter. By the late twelfth century an unsealed 
charter was rare.54

Here it is worth stressing something that should be obvious: even when 
the cartulary preserves the text of charters whose originals are now long lost, 
at the time that cartularies were composed all the originals must have existed, 
or else copies could not have been made of them. A cartulary thus cannot be 
assumed to be a response to a new interest in keeping records in writing, for 
ecclesiastics had been doing so all along.55 Even if monks felt the need to have 
a written record when no such formal charter was produced, they could jot 
down notes, often combining multiple transactions on a single piece of parch-
ment. For St.-Rigaud, for example, an eleventh-century foundation in the 
diocese of Mâcon, there still exist three large sheets of parchment on which a 
whole series of different gifts were recorded in multiple hands during the 
1060s and 1070s.56 Such notes were not a substitute for a cartulary; they rather 
were one of the sorts of sources that were copied into a cartulary.

A cartulary scribe was thus not creating a written record of his church’s 
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history. He or she was instead reworking and reconceptualizing those records 
by the very act of organizing and copying them. Monasteries had always val-
ued the written record. Cartularies may have been created in part as a response 
to the multiplication of archival documents but not to a new attitude toward 
writing. Rather, they represented a new approach to organizing the monks’ 
collective memory. It should not be surprising that the great era of cartularies 
was the twelfth and thirteenth centuries, during the Renaissance of the Twelfth 
Century and Henry Adams’s Greatest Century. The impulse that led to the 
systematic treatment of both canon law and theology also led monks to work 
out exactly what their monastery owned and how they had obtained it. They 
ordered their archives and copied them into codexes as part of a broader effort, 
involving everything from making lists of books in the library to writing uni-
versal chronicles, intended to create a coherent documentary record of their 
history and possessions. In the high Middle Ages, memory was supposed to be 
organized.57

Even before they began composing cartularies, Frankish monks had 
known the relationship between memory and property and known that mem-
ory was dependent on written documents. The attacks of Saracens and Vi-
kings, fires, or other destruction meant that churches often felt obliged to try 
to re-create the lost records of their patrimony and privileges. In the ninth 
century they generally went to the kings. Kings were, as a group, extremely 
obliging, willing to take the churchmen’s word for what they had owned, even 
if the records confirming that ownership were lost. That the Carolingian kings 
often mentioned that their royal predecessors had given grants and privileges 
to the bereft churches indicates that they could proclaim their position by 
their generosity: to be those who granted, as their predecessors had, meant 
that they shared in their authority.58

For example, in 814, almost immediately after succeeding his father, Louis 
the Pious was approached by Betto, bishop of Langres. Betto told him that 
during the Saracen incursions all the instrumenta issued to the bishops of his 
see had been burned or lost, including royal privileges and immunities.59 Louis 
readily agreed to confirm the bishop’s authority.60 Both Betto and Louis recog-
nized that an orderly exercise of power depended at least in part on the written 
word but that a lack of a charter from the past could be compensated for by a 
new, impeccably authoritative document.

Cartulary scribes, like Betto several centuries earlier, knew that memory 
was preserved best when in writing. But cartularies were a special kind of writ-
ing, for they did not originate a written record but rather rewrote and 
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reorganized what already existed, as can further be demonstrated in compar-
ing them to pancartes.

Pancartes and Cartularies

Cartularies were not the only way to inscribe together a number of different 
transactions. If a gift or quarrel settlement was not recorded in writing when it 
occurred, the most common response in the twelfth century, especially for the 
monks of the Cistercian order, was to have the bishop draw up a pancarte.61 A 
pancarte, most simply, is a single piece of parchment on which numerous trans-
actions, taking place at different times and involving different people, are all 
recorded together. This form of record keeping first appeared in the middle of 
the eleventh century and became common in the twelfth century.

The term pancarta had been in occasional use earlier but in a different 
sense: as registers of a church’s property acquisitions, brief summaries of dona-
tions that might also be recorded on other pieces of parchment, or sometimes as 
recapitulations of everything a church owned.62 But once a church started com-
posing cartularies, integral copies of documents from its archives, they stopped, 
at least in the high Middle Ages, composing such summary registers. Instead, 
the term pancarta came to be used exclusively for collected paraphrases of dona-
tions and other actions that had not already been recorded in writing.63

Although at first glance a pancarte might thus be seen as a handy economy-
sized version of a cartulary,64 the composition and purpose of pancartes and 
cartularies were thus quite different. A pancarte was drawn up in order to 
make the transition from living memory to written memory. Gifts and privi-
leges from the wealthy were generally recorded on parchment when they took 
place, thus immediately becoming part of written memory. Pancartes created 
a similar written record for donations from the less powerful.65 Occasionally a 
pancarte would include a transcription of an original charter (especially a 
monastery’s foundation charter), but these transcriptions were unusual, even 
when such originals existed.66 For example, the Cistercian house of La Ferté, 
which produced pancartes but no cartulary, copied a few complete documents 
into pancartes, but most of its surviving originals were not so copied.67 The 
occasional inclusion in a pancarte of a previously written document should 
not therefore obscure a pancarte’s real purpose: to put in writing small trans-
actions that might otherwise be “recorded” only in human memory.

A cartulary, in contrast to a pancarte, copied together transactions that 
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had already been preserved in writing. Thus the records copied into a cartulary 
had previously made the transition from living to written memory, even be-
fore the cartulary was composed. Indeed, at Cistercian houses the twelfth-
century pancartes generally fill the first few dozen folios of the cartulary.68 A 
pancarte was thus not considered to serve the same purpose as a cartulary; 
rather it was something to be incorporated into one.

Such pancartes would typically be a detailed listing, written and sealed at 
the bishop’s direction, of a number of gifts that had been received in the pre-
vious few years.69 So many of them might be included that an episcopal pan-
carte from the twelfth century could easily reach three-quarters of a meter in 
length.70 A pancarte was much more than an episcopal confirmation, such as 
would refer only very generally to a monastery’s possessions. When a pancarte 
was drawn up, the memory of the gifts it recorded would still be fresh; in ad-
dition, the monks had usually made brief notes that they could present to the 
episcopal chancery.71 These notes had little importance other than as an aide-
mémoire, for once the pancarte was drawn up the notes seem frequently to 
have been cut into slices, to be frugally recycled as the strips that attached a 
wax seal to a charter. Although to a modern eye a sealed pancarte and a list of 
transactions that might be used as the basis for such a pancarte might look 
very similar, they thus served quite different functions.

The only exception in Burgundy to episcopally produced and sealed pan-
cartes is that of the Cistercian house of La Bussière. There the monks had 
composed so many lists of donations—  each entry being nothing more than a 
quick note on who had given what and where—  that the bishop, rather than 
having his chancery rewrite the lists into a pancarte, merely sealed all the 
lists.72 These were much less detailed than the pancartes at contemporary Cis-
tercian houses, where living memory could supplement the material in the 
brief notes.73 This example shows the importance of having the bishop seal a 
pancarte. Cartularies, in contrast, were never sealed, indeed not even pre-
sented to the bishop for confirmation or approval.

Cartularies, then, whose origins lay in the ninth century and whose tentative 
beginnings in France included chronicles that might incorporate some copies 
of charters, came into their own in the eleventh through thirteenth centuries. 
Determinedly focused on the written word, they did not create written ac-
counts, as did pancartes, but rather reorganized the documentary memory of 
their past. In the next chapter I shall examine more closely the purpose and 
functions of these cartularies.
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The Composition and Purpose of 
Cartularies

Those who created cartularies did so with the purpose of creating a history of 
their church that was both coherent and complete. Cartularies were intended 
as part of the broader history of an ecclesiastical community. The documents 
in the archives were voices from a church’s past, and for that past to be incor-
porated into the present they had to be copied out, made new again. An 
eleventh-century biography of a bishop of Auxerre praised the bishop for “ren-
ovating” the Gesta of his predecessors, having them copied out cleanly, ready 
for new entries—  this bishop, according to his biographer, also restored tapes-
tries to his church’s walls and suitable vestments to his chapter clergy.1 “Reno-
vation,” like restoration, made the best of the past a part of the present. The 
same impetus motivated those who composed cartularies.

Cartulary Composition

Cartulary scribes generally intended to give a fairly complete overview of their 
monasteries’ records, but “complete” could vary considerably. Cartularies were 
not, as has sometimes been assumed, simply a transcription of everything in 
the archives. In the case of the cartulary of Châlons discussed in Chapter 1, the 
cathedral chapter would certainly have preserved more mundane charters as 
well as the royal and episcopal charters that the cantor Warin selected for in-
clusion. The cartulary of Pontigny does not include any of the dozens of papal 
bulls that still exist as originals; presumably these were copied instead into a 
separate bullarium—  or were intended for one.2 Any documents that were lo-
cated elsewhere would of course not be copied. The twelfth-century cartulary 
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of Montier-en-Der, for example, does not include several existing charters that 
were issued for the monastery’s priories, charters that were presumably housed 
at those priories rather than the mother-house, or the privileges issued to the 
monks when they fled to St.-Chef in the Jura at the end of the ninth century, 
privileges that stayed at that house when the monks returned home.3

In addition, many a cartulary scribe, like a nineteenth-century editor, 
appears to have felt flagging enthusiasm as he progressed deep into his project 
and began to abbreviate heavily. Following many of the charters copied into 
the thirteenth-century cartulary of the bishopric of Auxerre are brief, one-line
summaries of other charters dealing with the same subject.4 Paul, the cartulary 
scribe for St.-Père of Chartres, expressed more explicitly than most the tedium 
of copying redundant or irrelevant charters: about halfway through his cartu-
lary, Paul, who had so far been assiduously telling his readers that he had 
transcribed every charter he could find, instead commented, “I have decided 
to leave out those charters in which it appears there is nothing worth remem-
bering now.”5

Scribes, of course, did not include documents that no longer existed when 
they worked. This may seem self-evident, yet it is common for modern edi-
tions to include references to perdita, “lost charters” (use of the Latin giving a 
spurious suggestion that medieval scribes made annotations about such miss-
ing entries). For example, if a document of Louis the Pious refers to a privilege 
from his grandfather Pippin, then an editor may insert an entry, with docu-
ment number even if no actual text, into the mid-eighth-century section of his 
edition. But cartularies of the high Middle Ages included only those charters 
currently in existence—  and one cannot know whether, in this particular ex-
ample, there had ever been a charter from Pippin the Short, or whether there 
was just an oral memory (or assertion) of such a privilege in the ninth 
century.

Cartulary scribes appreciated the aspects of the documents before them 
that gave the originals dignity and authority. They were well aware of the im-
portance of such signs of validation as seals and monograms and sought to 
copy those symbols into their cartularies; if an original document were sealed, 
they might write sigillum in the margin.6 At Cluny, for example, a comparison 
of the surviving charters with copies made for the eleventh-century cartularies 
shows that the scribes went out of their way to draw accurate reproductions of 
the graphic elements of the charters they copied.7 The cartulary scribe at Aux-
erre carefully copied royal monograms and papal rota into his cartulary.

Not all documents copied into high medieval cartularies were originals, 
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for it is possible that some recopying of charters had taken place in the Frank-
ish heartland before the year 1000, as this would explain an apparent anomaly 
in Merovingian-era documents. Cartularies often include charters from the 
sixth and seventh centuries that differ enough from what modern scholars 
consider normal Merovingian protocols that they have been labeled forgeries. 
And yet many of these same charters contain elements arguing for authentic-
ity, such as the correct names of contemporary bishops, spelling that is non-
classical in the same way that the spelling in surviving original documents is 
nonclassical, and a total silence on topics that would have been crucial when 
the cartularies were composed. Diplomatic studies have now passed beyond 
the former hypercriticism in which a document was considered either authen-
tic or else a forgery—  and most likely a forgery at that.8 “Reworking” or “in-
terpolation” is now often suggested as an alternative to assuming that 
twelfth-century scribes, without any Merovingian originals, were still able to 
create texts that look remarkably like authentic Merovingian originals. The 
question of when these reworkings took place, however, is rarely asked.

Here I would hypothesize that in at least some cases the monks of the 
ninth and tenth centuries were responsible: not out of an effort to forge but 
out of a desire to preserve. Although the use of parchment was just becoming 
common in the seventh century, it was still considered inferior to papyrus, 
which meant that most Merovingian-era originals were written on a material 
that proved highly fragile in northern Europe’s climate.9 Monks of the ninth 
century are well known for copying manuscripts of literature, theology, and 
law from late antiquity; indeed, were it not for their efforts, major portions of 
what we know of Roman history and culture would now be lost. The monks’ 
own archival records, like the codexes they copied, would have been written 
on a material already showing signs of disintegration and in a script that few 
knew how to read. It would thus have seemed entirely appropriate to copy 
their most precious charters, in some cases “correcting” what they saw as errors 
in protocol—  or simply filling in difficult passages with their best guesses. 
Most twelfth-century scribes, in turn, would not have appreciated that these 
(to them) ancient parchments from the ninth century were not originals and 
would have proudly copied them with the rest of their documents.

This is the case, for example, with the royal documents confirming the 
foundation of Montier-en-Der. Abbot Bercharius founded the monastery in 
666, with the assistance of Bishop Nivard of Reims and of King Childeric II. 
In the following decades, in 675 and 685, King Childeric and his brother, King 
Theoderic III, confirmed the monastery’s foundation and property and issued 
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privileges of immunity.10 These royal privileges were once treated as forgeries, 
owing to such anomalies as King Childeric being referred to as “Chilperic” in 
his brother’s charter (at least in the cartulary copy, the earliest version we 
have); the absence of the kings’ names at the very beginning of their charters; 
a reference to the bishop of Reims as an archbishop (a title that did not yet 
exist); and the inclusion of the name of the palace where the act was given, the 
last a relatively unusual element in Merovingian-era charters.11 And yet there 
is also much to suggest the authenticity of Montier-en-Der’s Merovingian 
privileges.

The names of the contemporary bishops and the mayor of the palace are 
all given correctly. The property listed, located as much as two hundred kilo-
meters distant, bears no relationship to property the monks later owned and 
thus was unlikely to be a later confection. There is a good deal of overlap with 
a vita of Bercharius composed in the tenth century, although the property lists 
were radically shortened in the latter, suggesting that the hagiographer had 
read and used the Merovingian-era founding documents; it thus seems most 
likely that these documents were recopied at the same time as the vita was 
written.12

Everything from the protocols to the handwriting to the papyrus would 
have seemed strange to a tenth-century scribe, who might not even have rec-
ognized the king’s name in the first line of a Merovingian charter, written in 
elaborate, elongated letters, and could easily have mistaken Childeric for Chil-
peric and decided to call the bishop of Reims an archbishop, the correct title 
in the Carolingian if not Merovingian era. The anomalies in these charters, in 
the only manuscript where they are now found—  the twelfth-century 
cartulary—  thus suggest a recopying some three centuries after they were orig-
inally issued.

Similarly, at the Benedictine monastery of Bèze, the monk who composed 
the cartulary-chronicle in the twelfth century included the semi-apocryphal 
story of his house’s seventh-century foundation by Duke Amalgarius, with the 
support of King Clothar II. But the cartulary scribe had not created this story. 
It was already in circulation around 830, when the bishop of Langres referred 
to it as he restored the house and received royal confirmation of its posses-
sions.13 A twelfth-century chronicler, faced with such unimpeachable evi-
dence, could not have raised doubts.

Cartulary scribes of the high Middle Ages sought accuracy. When a nun 
of St.-Julien of Auxerre was putting together a cartulary in the thirteenth cen-
tury, she paused every document or two to recheck what she had transcribed, 
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making corrections if necessary and writing in the margin, “Facta est collatio 
cum originali.”14 It may be hard to judge how truly accurate a cartulary tran-
scription was, given the small number of cases in which both original and 
cartulary versions of the same charter survive, but when comparisons are pos-
sible the medieval scribe can generally be shown to be very conscientious—
more so than many a nineteenth-century editor.15

For example, a number of original documents survive from the archives 
of the cathedral chapter of Langres, as well as the thirteenth-century cartulary, 
and when they are compared it is clear that the team of copyists creating the 
cartulary tried to transcribe as accurately as possible. Three randomly chosen 
documents from this cartulary serve as indications that the scribes followed 
their originals closely, including witnesses and dating formulae.

In 1159, Count Henry of Champagne granted the chapter of Langres an 
annual income to compensate for the damages his vassal Simon of Sexfon-
taines had done. The cartulary version of the attesting charter is nearly identi-
cal to the original; it substituted “Dominus Symon de Sansonis Fontis” for 
“Simon dominus Sansonis Fontis,” spelled Ronca (the surname of one of the 
witnesses) as Ranca, and changed Auctum in the dating formula to the more 
standard Actum, but these are very small changes.16 For a crucial 1179 docu-
ment in which Count Henry of Bar gave the church the county of Langres, 
the only changes between the original and the cartulary copy are spelling; one 
of the witnesses’ names is given as Simon in the original and Symon in the 
cartulary, and twice the cartulary spelled ecclesie without the cedilla on the 
final -e- as in the original.17 The 1182 charter in which Simon, lord of Clefmont, 
settled a quarrel between the bishop of Langres and his own brother again was 
modified only minimally in the cartulary. The cartulary scribe spelled Simon 
as Symon; spelled Wichardus once as Wiardus and once (mistakenly) as Will-
ermus; and skipped two words that did not materially affect the sense of the 
charter, but was otherwise perfect. As all these examples indicate, cartulary 
scribes sought to be as accurate as possible.18

But a cartulary was more than copies of old charters. It had an inherent 
structure imposed upon the charters and thus was a form of created memory. 
A cartulary’s composition needs to be seen as a transitional—  even liminal—
activity. Before the cartulary scribe worked, a monastery’s archives might 
have been kept in a single box or perhaps been “scattered,” as were the docu-
ments of Châlons before Warin set to work. Thus before a scribe began copy-
ing charters into a cartulary, it was necessary to do a certain amount of 
organization.
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Cartulary Organization

The ordering of contents always visible in a cartulary, whether by geographic 
location, by abbot, or by sender, suggests a prior ordering of the archives. Such 
ordering may have been done by the same person who copied out the codex 
or may have been done earlier, sometimes quite a bit earlier. Indeed, the doc-
uments in the archives might be ordered and annotated without necessarily 
recopying them; most original documents have a few words on the back sum-
marizing the contents, generally in a hand later than that of the document it-
self. The monks of both Redon and St.-Gall, for example, organized their 
archives into dossiers in the ninth century, even though Redon did not create 
a cartulary for another two hundred years—  and St.-Gall never did.19 At the 
Cistercian monastery of Fontenay in the thirteenth century, the documents 
copied into the cartulary were first grouped geographically, and even today 
those documents that survive as originals are still in the same order in their 
liasses as in the cartulary.20

Every cartulary was arranged somewhat differently. No bishop or chapter 
general ever called for all churches to compose cartularies or imposed a single 
model. It is possible, however, to perceive three major types of organization, 
frequently combined: roughly chronological, with the grouping by abbot or 
bishop; roughly geographical, so that all property grants in one area were 
grouped together; or roughly by grantor, so that gifts from kings were grouped 
with gifts from other kings, and so on.21 The late thirteenth-century cartulary 
of the bishopric of Auxerre adopted its own, unusual organization, based on 
which particular rights were supported by the documents in each section; the 
cartulary scribe labeled each section with a letter, A, B, C, and so on, and said 
that these letters corresponded with the boxes in which the original docu-
ments were kept.

Most commonly cartularies began with a foundation charter (if there was 
one) or other great privileges from popes or kings, followed by an organization 
by place, probably reflecting the order of the archives.22 Another option was to 
arrange the cartulary by where the principal actors fit into the human hierar-
chy. Thus the twelfth-century cartulary of the northern French house of 
Homblières began with papal privileges, followed by the monastery’s earliest 
documents, then charters of bishops, charters of local laymen, and finally acts 
of the abbots. Similarly, the thirteenth-century monks of St.-Germain began 
their cartulary with charters of popes, then emperors and kings, and stated 
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that these would be followed by counts, bishops, magnates, and “other Cath-
olics.” The scribes at St.-Germain organized roughly chronologically within 
each category and left several blank folios at the end of each, for later addi-
tions. In practice they found the last category, “other Catholics,” rather un-
wieldy and further broke it down as the cartulary was composed.23

Similarly, the cartulary of the chapter of Langres gave in order charters 
from popes, bishops, kings, dukes, counts, other powerful lay lords, and fi-
nally a mixed group of ecclesiastics and other laymen. The monks of Montier-
la-Celle, near Troyes, also arranged their contemporary cartulary by status of 
issuer of the document but chose a quite different order: counts, abbots and 
ecclesiastical officials, secular lords of the region, kings, popes, and bishops. 
Here, as at Homblières, Langres, and St.-Germain, the organization suggests 
the way that cartulary scribes made groupings—  mental and physical.24 When 
organizing charters geographically, a careful cartulary scribe would copy all of 
the charters that pertained to one area, starting with the earliest and working 
roughly chronologically up to the most recent, before moving on to the next 
place. The late thirteenth-century scribe at Longué, more meticulous than 
most, added an extra slip of parchment to record a transaction if he discovered 
he had accidentally left it out.25 At Marmoutier the archives contained so 
many different documents that the late eleventh- and twelfth-century monks 
felt obliged to create at least half a dozen cartularies, one for each region.26

Interestingly, no medieval cartulary followed what modern editors con-
sider the most logical plan, that of strict chronology. The original organization 
is often lost in printed editions, where the editors have reorganized the char-
ters by date. Even individual donations that were made over several years but 
were all confirmed at once may be divided in a modern edition into separate 
entries, thus giving each a distinction never intended in a medieval cartulary. 
The essentially chronological arrangement of some cartularies was due to an 
effort to arrange by abbot, not by year.27

For medievalists of the nineteenth and twentieth centuries, the past was 
to be organized as a series of events that all took place in order, and a privilege 
of Pippin the Short or a donation charter from a twelfth-century castellan 
needed to be correctly placed within that order. For cartulary scribes of the 
high Middle Ages, on the other hand, the past was not a chain of events dis-
appearing backward in time. Rather, all such events had a very present and 
ongoing significance for the monastery, and that significance was far more 
important than the order of their occurrence. The privileges of popes and 
emperors had validity whether they had been issued a few years or a few 
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centuries earlier, and it was more important that repeated donations had been 
made in one place than that such donations covered a four-hundred-year 
span.

The foundation charters that began many cartularies, or were inserted 
immediately after great papal or imperial privileges,28 similarly listed property 
that was still very much a present concern for the monks. When scribes orga-
nized donation charters by geographic location, the first gift of property in a 
certain villa would continue to be as important to the monks as the most re-
cent. The property was theirs, given to them by benefactors for whom they 
prayed. Both the property itself and the long-dead benefactors continued as 
living presences, despite any separation in time.29

Thus the ordering of the material in a cartulary codex deliberately took 
the charters out of time. A community of donors would be created, whose 
names were inscribed in the cartulary with what they gave. If the scribe abbre-
viated lists of witnesses—  which in fact medieval scribes did less frequently 
than nineteenth-century editors—  the reason was that the names of these wit-
nesses, a marker for a charter’s legal validity, were not needed in a cartulary 
copy. A cartulary’s purpose then should be seen as more commemorative than 
combative, less a legal brief than another form of a liber memorialis. Just as in 
late medieval art a donor, the monastery’s patron saint, and the magi might all 
join together in adoration of the Christ child, an event that was considered to 
be happening now as well as in a.d. 1, so five centuries of gifts and privileges 
would bind together a monastery’s friends in the eternal present.30

It was certainly because of this perception of the past and present as part 
of a seamless Now that the scribes would make their single biggest change in 
the body of a charter, altering the spelling of place-names to correspond to the 
contemporary spelling. The orthography of proper names varied enormously 
anyway, with someone called “Vlricus” at the beginning of a charter often 
becoming “Hulricus” by the end. But if the scribe came across a Carolingian 
charter that spelled a place-name somewhat differently than it was normally 
spelled in the twelfth century, he would unhesitatingly give the name in what 
he considered the correct form. The same impulse that made eleventh- and 
twelfth-century scribes improve the spelling and grammar of four-hundred-
year-old charters was the same impulse that made them gather, organize, and 
copy all the charters they could find into a cartulary in the first place.

Documents from the ninth through eleventh centuries could be dealt 
with fairly easily by twelfth- and thirteenth-century scribes, requiring little 
more than a regularization of spelling. But Merovingian-era charters were 
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different. The protocols were foreign, the spelling strange, the handwriting, 
even the customary abbreviations, difficult to interpret. Documents from the 
time of Charlemagne on were copied into cartularies essentially unchanged, 
but the same cannot be said of documents from before his time. A seventh-
century privilege for Montier-en-Der, issued by the bishop of Châlons, was 
copied into both the cartulary of the cathedral of Châlons and the cartulary of 
Montier-en-Der. Although the two cartularies were composed within just a 
few years of each other, the two scribes reached very different conclusions on 
a number of words as to what the seventh-century original actually said. Both 
were confused by some of the abbreviations and made their own best guesses. 
In addition, the scribe at Montier-en-Der easily recognized “Putiolos,” the 
original name of his monastery, but Cantor Warin of Châlons, stumped, put 
“pociolus.”31

Here the creation of cartularies reveals a seeming discrepancy in medieval 
views of the past: chroniclers sought to assign events such as the accessions of 
kings and popes to their proper years, but events from different epochs were 
treated as comparable, as having taken place at different times but without any 
sense of fundamental change over the intervening period. In biblical illumina-
tions, Roman soldiers were routinely shown wearing medieval armor, and 
Caesar, Charlemagne, and Otto I could all be portrayed as exactly the same.32

Temporal change was not a concern, even though medieval thinkers operated 
within a theological context in which certain events that happened at certain 
times—  the Incarnation and Crucifixion—  shaped both human history and 
the cosmos. A cartulary needed to be ordered because order was a part of the 
divine plan, but temporal ordering was only one of several options.

The rather timeless nature of the events that a monastery recorded was 
doubtless responsible for one aspect of cartularies that is extremely irritating to 
modern scholars: the scribes were notoriously careless about dating. Cartulary 
copies often do have dating formulae, but in many cases the scribes simply did 
not bother with the date. The date had a diplomatic significance when a char-
ter was drawn up, but this ceased to be relevant once the charter was copied 
into a cartulary intended for an internal rather than external audience. But it 
would be wrong to see this as an indication of sloppiness or of valuing speed 
over accuracy, for the detailing of donated property, and the explanation of 
how the donor was related to the other people for whom he intended the 
monks to pray, would be copied conscientiously and accurately. But the cartu-
lary scribe, organizing his monastery’s archives and copying into his codex the 
charters that detailed how the monastery had acquired its now timeless 
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possessions, might find irrelevant that part of a charter that located it at a 
certain time and place.

The Purposes of Cartularies

The composition of cartularies thus needs to be seen as a new stage in how 
churches thought about their past and organized and preserved those memo-
ries. Certainly cartularies served a utilitarian as well as memorial function, but 
it would be a mistake to separate the quotidian and the liturgical functions too 
sharply. After all, medieval monks considered all their activities in the cloister 
a form of prayer. Creating well-ordered records of a church’s property acquisi-
tions for management purposes was as much an act of pious memory as was 
making a well-ordered list of the dead.

The purpose that cartulary scribes expected their volumes to serve was 
rarely stated explicitly. Most cartularies have no prologue, and those that do 
generally have a laconic statement such as, “In this volume are collected the 
privileges of our saint and the record of transfers of property in various loca-
tions,” with at most some comment about the role of preserving memories 
against loss or forgetfulness;33 such was the stated motivation of Warin of 
Châlons. The first, eleventh-century cartulary of Cluny has a preface with a 
somewhat more aggressive tone: the cartulary was drawn up, it says, “to elim-
inate the malicious misrepresentations of those who would overthrow the 
sanctuary of God in their perversity and who foolishly dare to seize the alms 
piously given to the mother church.” The monks’ defense was to be found in 
“the perusal of many written records.”34 Three generations later, the preface to 
the cartulary of Cluny’s daughter-house of Marcigny similarly spoke darkly of 
“false claimants” and of an “undisciplined posterity” who might dare to go 
against what their predecessors had granted but who could be stopped with 
the written word.35

The monk Paul, who composed the cartulary of St.-Père of Chartres in 
the 1080s, said that he compiled his “little book,” in spite of a professed weak-
ness in Latin, because of the fire that had swept the abbey in 1078, from which 
a number of archival documents had barely escaped. If such documents were 
copied into a book, Paul said, “they could more easily be saved from fire or 
other dangers.” To this eminently practical purpose Paul added that if a ques-
tion arose about the house’s property, the answer could quickly be found in 
such an organized volume, per ordinem colligendo. The monks would also have 
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ready to hand, together with the details of their property holdings, the names 
of those who had given the property and who were thus included among the 
“heavenly flocks of most holy sheep.” Paul did mention that his cartulary 
might be used “to repel the ambitions of the sacrilegious,” but only after he 
had explained its use for the house’s internal purposes.36

And the chief internal purpose was to remember St.-Père’s glorious past. 
Paul knew that kings must have been generous, but none of their charters ex-
isted. Missing, too, were donation charters spelling out how the monastery 
had acquired its possessions. As Paul said, “the gifts of the faithful either were 
not recorded, due to a lack of scribes, or if they were written down they were 
lost, due to the negligence of those in charge of the archives (archiscrino-
rum).”37 He did not attempt to forge replacement charters for those that were 
lost but rather set out to create a more durable form for those that had escaped 
the recent fire. Like the writers of the sixth century who found it inexplicable 
that their predecessors had forgotten the tombs of the martyrs (see Chapter 
12), Paul could not understand why his predecessors had so neglected the 
archives.

Here the cartulary’s purpose was explicitly tied to memory. An organized 
volume would make it easier for the monks to recall what they owned and for 
whom they were offering prayers. Its existence would ensure that that memory 
was not lost. A cartulary was thus intended primarily for those inside the reli-
gious community, not those outside, even if its information could be used 
against outsiders. It became a continuing reference book for the monastery, as 
indicated by the well-thumbed nature of all cartularies and their many mar-
ginal notes, in handwritings that span six hundred years.

Although cartularies sometimes functioned as legal proof in the seven-
teenth century, these codexes can rarely have been used for this purpose in the 
high Middle Ages, in spite of the scribes’ concern for repelling the sacrilegious. 
Greater validity was assigned to living witnesses in the twelfth and thirteenth 
centuries than to written charters, and a charter’s veracity was considered to be 
found in its seals,38 which of course did not exist in a cartulary. If the monks 
still had their original donation charters, the cartulary would have had less
legal authority than these originals. Indeed, it has been argued that a distinc-
tion between original and copy, with only the former serving as valid proof, 
developed in the eleventh century,39 suggesting that French cartularies, first 
developed then, could not have been primarily intended for proving claims.

The inadequacy of cartularies as legal proof is vividly demonstrated by an 
example from thirteenth-century Langres. In 1200, the cathedral chapter 
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reached an agreement with the abbot of Cluny to divide some tithes between 
the two churches, and two identical original charters detailing the agreement 
were produced, one sealed by the dean and chapter of Langres and intended 
for Cluny’s archives, and the other sealed by the abbot of Cluny and intended 
for the capitular archives at Langres. A scribe for the chapter carefully tran-
scribed the version in their archives into the cartulary in the 1230s.40

However, the original document became lost during the next half cen-
tury. When during the 1280s the abbot of Cluny began keeping all of the tithes 
that he had formerly shared, the Langres chapter’s cartulary copy of the agree-
ment was inadequate to deter him (and the original in Cluny’s own archives 
was understandably not produced). A scribe at Langres wrote rather forlornly 
in the cartulary margin, “I once saw this littera, sealed with the seal of Abbot 
Hugh of Cluny, but when we looked for it we could not find it anywhere, even 
though we searched from 1283 to 1286.” Finally the canons of Langres had to 
take the case to court and have a new agreement drawn up with the current 
abbot of Cluny. Clearly a cartulary copy might serve as a record of a transac-
tion; the canons of Langres knew about their earlier agreement with the abbot 
of Cluny precisely because of its presence in the cartulary. But it could not be 
produced as proof the way that an original, sealed document would have been.

Cartularies were thus intended more for internal record keeping than ex-
ternal validation. And even their administrative function should not be as-
sumed to be simple. A cartulary, after all, was not the only administrative text 
in the monastery. All houses would have had at least some records of income 
and expenditures in the high Middle Ages. The Benedictine Rule, letters of 
discipline from bishops or (for Cistercian houses) the chapter general, calen-
dars and lists of popes or bishops, as well as liturgical volumes were all works 
that concerned the daily life of the monastery and the material base on which 
that life was built, perhaps even more so than the charters in the cartulary.41

Liturgical books and obituaries might themselves include a few copied 
charters.42

The memory at the heart of a cartulary’s purpose was thus more than 
potential legal proof and more than record keeping. As already suggested, 
cartularies were also a form of commemoration, recalling and celebrating the 
most important events in a monastery’s history. The monks of Homblières 
began their cartulary with a papal privilege from 1169—  and indeed this privi-
lege was probably responsible for the decision to draw up their cartulary the 
following year. In the same way, the monks of St.-Marcel began their own 
cartulary with a papal privilege and two imperial privileges—  two of the three 
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of which were forged.43 This active act of memory was in many ways similar to 
contemporary libri memoriales,44 which served as a record that an individual—
and in many cases a whole family—  had entered into a spiritual relationship 
with that church.

Cartularies’ commemorative aspect was present from the beginning. It is 
surely significant that in the ninth century Abbot Hrabanus Maurus of Fulda 
first ordered a necrology of his monastery be compiled, then a commemora-
tive listing of the living monks, and then the copying of his monastery’s char-
ters into booklets.45 Similarly, the thirteenth-century cartulary of Langres was 
part of a two-volume set; the other volume contained a rule for canons and a 
martyrology and necrology.46 This cartulary, then, for those who composed it, 
was intended to be part of what its modern editor, Hubert Flammarion, has 
called an “ideologically coherent ensemble,” a group of texts that helped de-
fine the status and position of the church and those who served it.47

The cartulary and its legal texts were not separate from liturgical or narra-
tive texts; they were an integral part of a church’s corporate and spiritual iden-
tity. In a cartulary a royal privilege was treated as more than a list of rights; it 
was an indication that the highest secular power in the land had recognized 
the continuing spiritual power of the church’s saint and the worth of the 
monks or clerics serving that saint. One should thus be careful not to draw too 
sharp a distinction between cartularies and other forms of records that might 
also preserve and organize the memory of the past. The line has often been 
blurred by editors who call any printed collection of medieval charters a car-
tulary, even if the texts are drawn from many different sources, but the re-
sponse should not be to erect an artificial wall between cartularies and other 
sorts of record keeping.

Cartularies and Original Charters

If a cartulary’s initial purpose was to create an orderly memory of what the 
monastery owned and how the monks had acquired it, supplementing rather 
than replacing their archival collection, then its purpose was modified once it 
existed. It quickly became in essence a substitute for the documents from 
which it was copied. Monks with a cartulary became much less concerned 
about their original charters. Only a tiny fraction of the originals survive from 
which cartulary copies were made. Indeed, it is probably significant that St.-
Gall, the monastery with the most existing early medieval originals north of 
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the Alps, never produced a cartulary.48 This tendency to devalue charters once 
copied into the cartulary may be responsible for the loss at Langres of the 
charter of their agreement with Cluny. An original document was precious 
and unique, but its value declined when a clean, useful copy had been made.

In times of trouble, a cartulary could be snatched up and carried to safety 
much more easily than could an armful of documents. A book that could be 
chained in place, as was the cartulary of the cathedral of Mâcon,49 was more 
secure than an untidy pile of individual parchments. Although it is well-
known that enormous numbers of medieval charters were lost at the time of 
the French Revolution, for a number of monasteries the charters that had been 
copied into a cartulary were lost well before then. For example, none of the 
over one hundred charters copied into the cartulary of the bishopric of Aux-
erre in the thirteenth century still survives as an original, and indeed all but 
one were already lost in the seventeenth century.50 At St.-Marcel of Chalon, all 
the monastery’s original documents, except for one privilege from Charle-
magne, were also long gone in the seventeenth century when Mabillon looked 
for them.51

Such carelessness with original documents was possible only when the 
cartulary itself had taken on an iconic quality that it never would have had for 
the scribe who put it together in the first place. The monks who created cartu-
laries in the high Middle Ages had succeeded so thoroughly in organizing and 
regularizing the record of their monasteries’ possessions that their productions 
were, in future centuries, seen not as a guide to those possessions but as a proof 
of their legitimacy. Monks carrying out efforts to organize and regularize in 
the early modern period thus felt no need to look back any further than the 
high medieval cartulary.

As this suggests, it is important not to essentialize the original charter. Of 
course a cartulary copy was always further from the events described than was a 
charter drawn up more or less at the time, but the existence of an original piece 
of parchment tells us little about how those events were later remembered—
although a later copy does. And after all, the true prototype for any charter, 
whether the original or a copy, was not the parchment on which an act was first 
described but rather the act itself.52

The details of a particular act could be written down multiple times, but 
that did not mean that the versions transcribed later were necessarily considered 
inferior to the earliest transcription. For example, when Heraclius, papal legate 
and archbishop of Lyon, settled a quarrel in 1157 between the bishop of Langres 
and his chapter, he had two originals made detailing the settlement—  and the 
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two originals were later copied separately into the chapter’s cartulary.53 The first 
was drawn up by Heraclius’s own chancery at Lyon and sealed with his seal; the 
other was drawn up slightly later by the chancery of Langres and sealed with 
both the archbishop’s and the bishop of Langres’s seals.54 The archbishop’s seal-
ing of the document penned in Langres shows that he considered it valuable; to 
him it was not an inferior because later copy.

Indeed, in some ways the second “original,” transcribed in Langres, is 
superior although later than the archiepiscopal chancery version. The arch-
bishop’s scribe had had trouble with the spellings of the names of some of the 
places near Langres, which the Langres scribe of course corrected, and the 
former apparently could not remember the names of all the abbots who wit-
nessed the quarrel settlement (although he recalled the names of their houses) 
because he left blanks where their names should go, and again the Langres 
scribe filled in the blanks. As these examples suggest, copying a charter, as in 
the composition of a cartulary, should not be seen as necessarily the creation 
of an inferior version.

Cartularies’ Subsequent Uses

There was thus a complex relationship between the original pieces of parch-
ment (or sometimes papyrus) from which the cartulary scribes worked and the 
codexes of transcribed charters that resulted from their efforts, codexes that 
could take on functions the scribes might never have expected. Throughout 
the tribulations of late medieval and early modern war, famine, and fire, 
monks, nuns, and priests did their best to hold onto their cartularies. After the 
cartulary was created, the original documents became much less important. 
Not only was the cartulary codex more comprehensive and better organized 
than a perhaps untidy heap of disintegrating originals, but it also took over the 
iconic element that original charters had once enjoyed. This does not mean 
that the monks rejected their original documents. After all, in speaking of 
monks “conserving” their documentary past by copying charters into cartu-
laries, one could draw a contrast between neglect of original documents and 
outright destruction of original documents.55 There is no sign of deliberate 
destruction of monastic archives (at least by the monks themselves), but there 
are plenty of indications of neglect, once there was an easily referenced and 
easily portable version.

Once the idea of a cartulary was established, monks of subsequent 
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generations might take up the idea repeatedly. At Montier-en-Der, for exam-
ple, there still exist some half-dozen codexes all titled “Cartularies,” composed 
between the twelfth century and the mid-seventeenth century. The second 
cartulary was composed at the end of the thirteenth century in order to collect 
the documents that the monastery had acquired since the first cartulary was 
put together in the 1120s. The third, fourth, and fifth, from the sixteenth and 
seventeenth centuries, do not contain any medieval documents but do indi-
cate the continuing interest in the model of a cartulary. The sixth cartulary, 
compiled in 1658, included a number of documents copied directly out of the 
first two cartularies, not from the originals, even when those still existed.56

Here the purpose seems to have been to organize the legal “titles” to the mon-
astery’s landholdings, and indeed Simon Berquin, the compiler of Montier-
en-Der’s sixth cartulary, insisted that the very antiquity of the cartulary from 
which he copied a number of charters conveyed legal authority.57

Also in 1658, the monks of Flavigny had their cartulary verified and sealed 
by a royal councilor.58 Although no explicit statement was made here of cartu-
laries’ legal value, such a statement was in fact made in 1670, when the legal 
status of the cartulary of St.-Serge of Angers was officially confirmed.

It has been the practice at all chapters and especially at Benedictine ab-
beys to record in books called cartularies . . . all records of donations, to 
avoid the loss of original title-deeds through disappearance or decay over 
the course of years . . . this cartulary is to be accepted at all times by the 
presiding judges of Angers, who order that it serve as sufficient proof, 
without contestation.59

During the ancien régime, then, cartularies’ purpose and function under-
went a final transformation. From a way to order a monastery’s records for 
internal purposes or to help prepare a response to its enemies, to an evocation 
of the timeless community between monks, patron saint, and donors, to legal 
proof in provincial courts, a cartulary served many functions over the centu-
ries. In the twenty-first century their use has changed again, as they are rou-
tinely mined for information on medieval lordship, political networks, family 
structure, and economic organization. In all these cases cartularies served as a 
way to remember the past. In the next chapter I shall turn to the chronicles 
composed at the same time as the cartularies—  often at the same houses—  for
another aspect of creative memory in the high Middle Ages.
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Twelfth-Century Narratives of the Past

To write was to create a record for posterity. As Gregory the Great said, “What 
we speak is transitory, but what we write remains.”1 A twelfth-century bishop 
of Chalon put it just as clearly if not as elegantly: “Since, in this world, unless 
things are corroborated in writing, they are often lost to negligence or obliv-
ion, therefore . . .”2 Thus anyone putting pen to parchment, an activity both 
difficult and expensive, did so because the words were important enough to 
need to be read again.

At the same time as churchmen created cartularies to order their past, they 
also wrote universal chronicles, in which recent events in their regions figured 
prominently. Chroniclers since the third century had been starting their ac-
counts with Creation,3 but they saw no difficulty in concentrating on their own 
period after a quick trip through the Bible and early medieval history. The 
twelfth-century chronicler of St.-Pierre-le-Vif of Sens, for example, began with 
a universal chronicle, proceeding from the year 1 to the sixth century, when he 
believed his house was founded, and then continued seamlessly with events—
both local and international—  down to his own time.4 The chronicle of Alberic 
of Trois-Fontaines begins with Adam but is primarily concerned with twelfth-
and early thirteenth-century Burgundy and Champagne.5

A number of chroniclers of the high Middle Ages, intent on placing their 
abbeys into their appropriate place in history, combined what would now be 
considered narrative history with integral copies of charters—  what the French 
now call pièces justificatives. Such accounts reveal that both cartularies and 
chronicles were efforts to order and retain the memory of the past. Most 
chroniclers appear to have tried conscientiously to be what would now be 
considered scholarly, consulting earlier annals, saints’ lives, and charters. The 
twelfth-century chronicler of St.-Pierre-le-Vif, for example, relied in part on 
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the account by Odorannus, also a monk at St.-Pierre, written nearly a century 
earlier.6 But the past the chroniclers re-created was not the same as the story 
that modern historians can now re-create using essentially the same sources. 
Monastic chroniclers especially tended to make their houses older and more 
prestigious than their sources might support because their standing in the past 
increased their authority in the present.

Cartularies and Chronicles

Although to the modern medievalist cartularies are collections of legal docu-
ments, thus very different from narrative sources (indeed, in most French 
départements a deliberate if not completely successful effort has been made to 
put legal documents, including cartularies, into the Archives, and narrative 
sources into the Bibliothèques), to medieval monks the distinction was not as 
sharp.7 Several houses produced what are now known as cartulary-chronicles, 
where a narrative history of the house is interspersed with copies of documents 
from the house’s archives. Most of the early records of both St.-Bénigne of 
Dijon and St.-Pierre of Bèze, for example, are known only from such a 
chronicle.8

The first cartulary of St.-Père of Chartres, compiled in the 1080s, also 
mixes chronicle and document, although Paul, the compiler, attempted to 
distinguish the two forms for the reader. He began his work with a prologue 
(which Paul, proud of his scraps of Greek, calls an epilogus), in which he 
touched on highlights of his house’s history, an account that also called for 
documentary evidence. For the earliest documents he copied (dating from the 
tenth century), he followed each with a brief discussion of the subsequent fate 
of the relevant property. Sometimes it had been lost to the house, sometimes 
it had been augmented. In some cases he recorded more recent gifts in the 
same area by subsequent donors. At one point he mentioned that he tried to 
find out about a certain church by inquiring of the “oldest monks.”9 Or some-
times, more prosaically, the road that had marked the boundary a century and 
a half before Paul wrote had been shifted, and Paul explained the shift to be 
sure his readers were not confused.

Chroniclers continued to include copies of charters along with other ma-
terials in twelfth-century manuscripts. The monastery of Flavigny produced a 
chronicle around the year 1100 that included copies of a number of charters.10

Flavigny’s chronicle was not intended as a substitute for a cartulary, any more 
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than was the contemporary chronicle of St.-Pierre-le-Vif, for both houses al-
ready had a cartulary, as noted in Chapter 1. Rather, both chroniclers used the 
material from the cartularies to help develop their own narratives and made 
copies of additional charters to validate their points. The chronicle of St.-
Pierre, in fact, also includes such miscellany as decisions of councils, a hymn, 
and a brief Latin-Greek list of phrases handy for the traveler.

At Vézelay the formats of chronicle and cartulary were not so intermin-
gled, but a codex from the second half of the twelfth century, its contents all 
written at the same time, combines brief annals, a short history of the counts 
of nearby Nevers, the cartulary itself, and a chronicle of the abbey’s history, 
indicating that the scribe saw no fundamental distinction between different 
sorts of records of his house’s past.11 Earlier in the twelfth century the monks 
had already copied out some of their documents—  including ones from Count 
Girard, their ninth-century founder, that showed how he had acquired the 
property he gave his new foundation—  but again had not separated these char-
ters from other materials but copied them within a larger, rather miscellaneous 
manuscript.12 The charters, then, were not treated as a distinct form of record 
but were part of what a monastery wanted to preserve in writing and hence in 
memory.

Early Monasticism Remembered

Crucial for all monastic chroniclers from the eleventh and twelfth centuries 
was, not surprisingly, the original foundation of their houses. Few had genu-
ine foundation charters—  both because foundation charters were unusual for 
most of the Merovingian period and because five centuries of fire, upheaval, 
disintegration, and carelessness had destroyed most of their earliest charters—
so the chroniclers had to be imaginative. The past they sought to construct was 
in many cases quite different from that seen by modern historians of the 
Merovingian era, but that is not the point. Rather, chroniclers of the high 
Middle Ages should be seen as making the best of whatever sources they had 
to create a coherent account of their predecessors: long established, well en-
dowed, and admirably religious.13

Early monasticism in Gaul was sparse and ad hoc by twelfth-century stan-
dards. There were still very few monasteries in the sixth century, most formed 
around a hermit or recluse, as discussed in more detail in Chapter 11. Although 
a number of basilicas could be found in most Gallo-Roman cities, some 
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erected where saints’ bones were found, others built so that newly discovered 
relics could be brought in from outside of town, the evidence is skimpy at best 
that more than a handful of these basilicas supported a community of monks 
before the final decades of the sixth century. Only at the end of the sixth and 
in the seventh centuries did monasteries begin to be founded in some num-
bers. This was not, however, how later monks conceptualized their early years.

Monasteries in the twelfth century all sought to celebrate their origins in 
late antiquity, supported by royal benefactors from the beginning. They pre-
ferred to have been founded during the century from the baptism of Clovis 
around the year 500 down through the time of Columbanus and his founda-
tions and reformations in the decades on either side of the year 600. Although 
many bishoprics in the high Middle Ages asserted apostolic origins,14 the 
monasteries were generally content to claim origins coinciding with the begin-
ning of Christian kings in Gaul.15

Since many Frankish monasteries had not in fact been founded until the 
seventh through ninth centuries, monastic memory clearly dealt creatively 
with the sources. For example, at St.-Pierre-le-Vif, the monks had a genuine 
episcopal charter from the seventh century, doubtless issued within a fairly 
short time after the establishment of a community of monks, which noted 
that one Teodechildis regina was buried at the house.16 Later chroniclers were 
able to use this mention of a queen to create a story of the house’s being 
founded shortly after the year 500. Supposedly Theuchildis, daughter of Clo-
vis, was baptized at the same time as her father, decided to remain a virgin 
perpetually, and undertook to found the monastery outside of Sens. Although 
modern scholars, quite rightly, cast doubt on this account, from a twelfth-
century perspective the Queen Theuchildis in St.-Pierre’s crypt must have been 
their founder and most logically would have been closely connected to the 
first Merovingian Christian king.17

Similarly, the monks of St.-Bénigne of Dijon, which is not known to have 
had monks until the final decades of the sixth century, used a reference by 
Gregory of Tours to the discovery and translation of the relics of Saint Benig-
nus around the year 500 as the basis for their assumption that their monastery 
was founded around 500.18 For them, their basilica was inconceivable without 
a monastic community. Even though Flavigny had a dated foundation charter 
from 717, its chronicle from around 1100 still sought to give the house greater 
antiquity. Hugh of Flavigny, when discussing his house’s foundation, sug-
gested that it had been founded in 601 and added details about supposedly 
contemporary early seventh-century events; he also attributed a charter of 
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Pippin the Short to his grandfather, Pippin of Herstal, to push the monastery’s 
origins back in time.19

It was easy to assume that any ancient church rebuilt in the eleventh cen-
tury with an organized religious community must also have had a religious 
community in the sixth. The monks thus tended, not surprisingly, to give their 
predecessors of five centuries earlier their own assumptions. When King Rob-
ert II gave the church of Notre-Dame of Losne to the bishop of Chalon in 
1027, he asserted that it had been an abbatia founded by King Theoderic II at 
the beginning of the seventh century.20 Now in fact Losne does seem to have 
had a basilica at the period. One Palladius, referred to as episcopus of Losne, 
attended the 614 Council of Paris, and Childeric II held a council at the basil-
ica of Notre-Dame of Losne in 673/5.21 But there is no actual evidence of a 
body of monks in the basilica until a generation after Robert II’s gift of the 
church to the bishop: in the middle of the eleventh century the church was 
submitted to the monastery of Bèze, resulting in the establishment of a mo-
nastic community there, which soon became a Cluniac priory.22 In all these 
cases the monks took it for granted that their houses had their origins in late 
antiquity. The sources on which they drew for details were interpreted on the 
basis of this belief.

The high medieval chroniclers in Burgundy were in fact correct that many 
monastic houses had plausible roots in the Merovingian era, even if in the 
seventh century rather than the sixth, and even if those roots cannot be 
equated with monastic communities of a later type. As detailed in Appendix 
I, there were relatively few completely new foundations in the Burgundy-
Champagne region between 717, when Flavigny was founded, and the late 
eleventh century. The few monastic houses founded in the region in these four 
centuries had mostly had their origins in the two generations between the 
middle years of the ninth century and the first decade of the tenth, from the 
foundations of Vézelay and Pouthières in 858/9 to that of Cluny in 909/10. 
This brief period of monastic expansion was not significantly slowed by the 
Viking invasions, which hit the region in the 880s. Houses were devastated, 
but efforts to regroup and rebuild usually followed quickly. After Cluny’s 
foundation, however, there were essentially no new foundations in the region 
for the next century and a half.23

When first bishops and then powerful laymen began again to establish 
monastic communities in the final decades of the tenth century, they re-
founded and rebuilt long-deserted houses in preference to completely new 
foundations. Even when nothing remained of a long-abandoned church but a 
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few stones, bishops, dukes, and counts wanted a monastic community that 
was not new but rather an ancient one reborn. A place that had once been 
sanctified maintained an aura of holiness. And the memory of the distant, 
holy past could, in spite of everything, be supported by the written word. At 
Bèze, although there was no monastic life to speak of from the first half of the 
eighth century to the latter decades of the tenth, at least some of their docu-
ments survived 250 years of turmoil. The monastery’s chronicler said that the 
“ancient parchments” of his house told him its history of desolation, and he 
copied a great many of those old sources into his chronicle.24

A refounded house was as hard to establish as any brand-new foundation. 
Initially such houses might be put under the direction of another monastery 
for a generation—  most famously but not exclusively Cluny—  and then elect 
its own abbot.25 The number of Merovingian-era monasteries and basilicas 
was so great that it was not necessary to look far for a church to refound. 
When entirely new monasteries finally began to be founded in any numbers 
in the late eleventh and twelfth centuries—  especially Cistercian houses—  they
were almost exclusively out in the country, away from the cities and their 
Merovingian-era churches.

Monks of the eleventh and twelfth centuries, looking backward at this 
complicated history, tended to simplify. Chroniclers in houses with origins 
before the ninth century created a straightforward account of ancient founda-
tion, several cycles of difficulty and renewal, and recent triumph. The twelfth-
century chronicler of St.-Bénigne of Dijon summarized his monastery’s history 
in a few short phrases: “This monastery was founded by Bishop Gregory of 
Langres; endowed and given a stable life by King Guntram; restored by Em-
peror Charles the Bald and Bishop Isaac; and renewed by the most honorable 
men Bishop Bruno and Abbot William, especially by building a new church.”26

The Past Remembered at Sens

The chronicler of St.-Pierre-le-Vif of Sens provides a case study of how a monk 
of the high Middle Ages conceptualized his abbey’s history. As already noted, 
he dated the house’s foundation to about 500, but Sens did not again play a 
major role in his account until he reached the second half of the seventh cen-
tury, where he had sources to work with. He gave special emphasis to the 
bishops of Sens, whom he always called archbishops even though they did not 
actually have that title until the eighth century. For example, his account 



44 Chapter 3

dwelled at length on the 675 death of “Archbishop” Emmo, who, the chroni-
cler said, had granted Abbot Agilenus a “privilege of liberty” at a synod at-
tended by over thirty bishops, when Clothar III was king and his mother, 
Balthildis, queen.27

The chronicler here relied on a charter issued around 660, in which 
Bishop Emmo granted such a privilege to Abbot Agilenus and the monks, 
who were then following, he said, the Benedictine Rule according to the modo
of Luxeuil. The chronicler’s version left out any mention of Luxeuil, as mean-
ingless in the twelfth century, and added Queen Balthildis to the charter’s 
mention of King Clothar.28 Balthildis is known from her nearly contemporary 
vita (late seventh century) to have sought to establish monks under a regular 
life in the monasteries of the realm and to grant them immunities, and her 
biographer said that she considered St.-Pierre-le-Vif one of the “senior basili-
cas” of that realm.29 The chronicler clearly knew this vita and its laudatory 
mention of his house, and her presence was thus indispensable in his 
chronicle.

His history of Sens continued with a vita of Archbishop Ebbo. The chron-
icler was quite well informed about a seventh-century bishop he considered a 
saint; it is possible that he had a vita or even a Gesta of the bishops of Sens 
before him, which no longer exists. Archbishop Ebbo, he said, was outstand-
ing (clarus) “both for his miracles and his nobility.” The heir to the county of 
Tonnerre, according to the chronicler, Ebbo decided to become a monk in-
stead of a count and entered St.-Pierre-le-Vif, where he quickly became abbot. 
From there he was promoted to the see of Sens, where his uncle had preceded 
him, but in spite of playing an active role in driving back the “Vandals,” he 
much preferred the heremetica vita. Thus he retreated from the world, and 
from his cell he healed all those who came to him with their problems. Both 
his sisters were nuns, who made generous gifts to St.-Pierre-le-Vif, and all 
three were buried together at the monastery.30

Here the chronicler took the material in his monastery’s archives and 
made it seem perfectly normal in a twelfth-century context: the young lord 
who decides to join a monastery, the abbot who is promoted to a bishopric, 
the uncle-nephew dynasty within the see of Sens, gifts from close relatives who 
sought to be buried at the monastery, even the county of Tonnerre itself, lo-
cated a short distance south of Sens.31 It is thus not difficult to see why he 
should have told his story of Ebbo in this way. The question is what were the 
sources of his information that he so interpreted.

In addition to a possible earlier vita of Ebbo, this account was inspired in 
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part by two donation charters from the early eighth century, which had al-
ready been copied into the monastery’s eleventh-century cartulary and which 
were copied again into the chronicle of St.-Pierre-le-Vif.32 Two wealthy women 
did indeed make generous gifts to St.-Pierre-le-Vif, even though their charters, 
issued a decade or two apart, do not say that they were sisters or that Ebbo was 
their brother. In the charters, only one of the women asks for burial at the 
monastery, and only one (the other one) is identified as a nun (Deo sacrata).
Nothing in either of the charters suggests a family connection to a count of 
Tonnerre, even though the nun did give property located in that pagus. But 
from a series of names in the charters the chronicler was able to create a whole 
family group, including an unnamed count and his wife, their three children, 
and an archbishop, brother of either the count or his wife (the chronicler calls 
him Ebbo’s avunculus, which technically meant maternal uncle but was often 
used for paternal uncle). Such a family group made excellent sense in the 
twelfth century; there was no reason for him that it not make sense for the 
seventh.

He also created a holy man who fit right into early twelfth-century pat-
terns. The man from a wealthy family who gives up his status and position for 
the monastic life, as well as the abbot promoted to bishop who still prefers 
retreating to a small church to get away from worldly hubbub, were common-
places in the first decades of the century; real-life models were found in the 
diocese of Auxerre, a short distance from Sens.33 Thus the chronicler’s account 
of his city’s history was an attempt to combine the material he could elicit 
from the sources with his own, twelfth-century assumptions about how a 
bishop who was also a saint would have behaved.

From the perspective of the twelfth century, the principal danger to a 
Christian life came from “pagans.” The chronicler used the same term, pagani,
to describe ancient Romans, ninth-century Vikings, and tenth-century Mag-
yars. The juxtaposition may be seen in his account of the churches destroyed 
during the Viking raids of the late ninth century.34 One of those destroyed by 
the “pagans” was located on a hill a short distance from Sens and was dedi-
cated to Saints Sancho and Beata, a brother and sister supposedly martyred 
there at the time of the Emperor Aurelian in the third century—  an obvious 
effort to give Sens saints with the same antiquity as the earliest Burgundian 
martyrs (see Chapter 12).35 The hill, the chronicler of Sens informed his read-
ers, was called “Ad Martires,” because “there the pagans were accustomed to 
behead martyrs.”

The two sets of pagans, Romans and Vikings, though six centuries apart 
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in time, were thus conflated into an Other: enormously destructive to the re-
ligious life but also in some ways positive because their attacks, whether be-
heading the faithful or burning down churches, provided an opportunity for 
true Christians to show their worth.36 In the same way, the chronicler re-
counted how the Magyars ravaged the Senonais region in the 930s and burned 
down the monastery of St.-Pierre-le-Vif, but in the telling this destruction 
became an opportunity for reform and the translations of the relics of the 
monastery’s saints, accompanied by appropriate miracles.37

The monastery’s other chief potential enemies, besides pagans, were the 
archbishops of Sens. Some, of course, like Emmo and Ebbo, were saintly men 
who paid what the chronicler considered proper and reverent attention to his 
monastery. They were almost all buried at St.-Pierre; the chronicler was as 
careful to include the deaths and accessions of bishops as of abbots. For the 
most part, he tried to show that the cathedral and the monastery were on good 
terms, as indeed they may have been.

But there were always at least potential sources of tension between the 
bishops and the monastery. These burst out especially in the late tenth cen-
tury, just when the attacks from pagans had ended, when Archembald was 
archbishop of Sens. According to the chronicler, Archembald sold all the 
monastery’s possessions or gave them to his friends. When the few remaining 
monks all died, he moved from the episcopal palace to the monks’ refectory, 
where he cavorted with “harlots” (meretricibus). Even having all the hounds 
and falcons he had brought with him unexpectedly expire was not warning 
enough for him, and this “bishop in name only” as the chronicler called him 
was finally found appropriately dead and stark naked. During this time, the 
monastery’s few remaining treasures and its archives were preserved, but only 
because an archdeacon, the son of a local knight, thought to take them for 
safekeeping.38

Here the chronicler combined an account of his monastery’s cycle of trou-
bles and renewal with an account that showed clearly the relative merits of 
bishopric and monastery: the bishop was hopelessly sinful and corrupt, re-
sponsible for the difficulties at St.-Pierre even once the pagans were gone. Yet 
in spite of everything, the monastery was still able to persevere and even flour-
ish because, according to the chronicler, the monks retained what was most 
important: the archival documents in which was recorded their memory of the 
past.

In the same way, when Paul of St.-Père of Chartres put together his house’s 
cartulary in the 1080s, its real history began with the Viking invasions and the 
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greed and malevolence of Bishop Elias of Chartres, who took whatever the 
Vikings did not. Paul had no knowledge whatsoever of the history of the 
house before the ninth century, but this did not keep him from assuring his 
readers that it had been one of the most outstanding monasteries of Neustria, 
noted both for its magnificent buildings and for the piety and education of its 
monks. The Vikings served as an excellent explanation for why there were no 
records of such a community. For Paul the destruction by the Vikings was an 
opportunity for the Virgin to enact vengeance on the pagans, demonstrating 
her power in case anyone in his own time doubted it, and for his monastery to 
be restored by Bishop Agano in the middle of the tenth century. Only under 
his rule did documents begin to be issued and preserved in sufficient numbers 
that Paul was able to start copying them. Devastation thus made an excellent 
foil for the magnificence of St.-Père in late antiquity and again for the reform 
of the house’s religious life and the multiplication of its charters.39

In this context, the tendency of Crusade chroniclers from the early twelfth 
century to call the Muslims “pagans” makes excellent sense. More than just the 
product of a gross misunderstanding of the nature of Islam, it was due to an 
effort to integrate these “enemies of Christendom” into a story that had al-
ready accommodated Roman paganism and the beliefs of Norsemen and 
Magyars. In this story, the exact nature of the beliefs of non-Christians was 
unknown and irrelevant. Pagans were those who were not Christians them-
selves and who killed Christians or harmed their sanctuaries. Calling the Mus-
lims pagans certainly indicates ignorance, but it also indicates an effort to 
make them understandable to people who assumed there were only two pos-
sible religions, Christian and pagan (with perhaps the slightest room in the 
equation for Jews).

The Past Remembered by Hugh of Flavigny

At about the same time as a chronicler at St.-Pierre made Sens a central part of 
world history, Hugh, monk of St.-Vanne of Verdun and abbot of Flavigny, set 
out to do something very similar.40 His chronicle was in its first sections heavily 
borrowed from earlier chronicles, especially Gregory of Tours and Fredegar for 
the Merovingian period and the chronicle of St.-Bénigne for the Carolingian 
period.41 He began with the birth of Christ, which he rather grandly dated to 
year 5198 of the earth and year 752 of the city of Rome.42 From there he pro-
ceeded through popes and emperors and the Christianization of Gaul, working 
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in references to the early bishops of Verdun, information he said he learned from 
the (no longer extant) Gesta of the bishops of that see.43 With the foundation of 
Flavigny, however, his story began to narrow. In the following folios, though 
continuing to relate the histories of kings and popes, he focused especially on 
Burgundy and Lotharingia.

The memory of the monasteries with which Hugh was associated was im-
proved in part by the context in which he told their history. For example, the 
story of the establishment of the Carolingians on the Frankish throne was in-
terspersed with accounts of the successions of abbots and bishops at Flavigny 
and Verdun.44 He clearly had the cartulary of Flavigny before him (in its origi-
nal version from the first decades of the eleventh century) because he worked 
the majority of the documents into his narrative, but he did not simply para-
phrase them; rather, he put each in a context where it would reflect best on the 
house. From Hugh’s point of view, one of Charlemagne’s most significant acts 
was to free Flavigny from royal tolls throughout his realm. Charlemagne’s char-
ter was the fourth in the cartulary, following only Wideradus’s two foundation 
charters and a donation charter from Pippin the Short.45

This was only one of the charters Hugh incorporated. He had already 
utilized the first charter in the cartulary for information on Flavigny’s founda-
tion, namely that King Theoderic had confirmed Wideradus’s testament in the 
first year of his reign and sealed the charter (although he was mistaken about 
which Theoderic was meant).46 Probably because much of the testament con-
cerned gifts to houses other than Flavigny, Hugh skipped the details, however. 
He also noted that the monks had received a gift of property at Glanon, again 
using information from the cartulary, though he dated the event a century too 
early, and recorded the gifts from the couple Baio and Cylinia in the seventh 
year of King Childeric.47 The cartulary was also doubtless the source of his 
statement that a Frankish king had authorized the monks of Flavigny to estab-
lish a daughter-house at Corbigny, though he named the king as Carloman, 
while the cartulary gives Charles (Charlemagne).48

These eighth-century documents were artfully interspersed with broader 
political events to indicate that Flavigny’s history had an importance beyond 
the cloister itself. For Hugh, the memory of his two monasteries was as im-
portant as the memory of kings and battles. He continued the same pattern 
for the ninth century, where the succession of Carolingian kings, the succes-
sion of bishops of Langres, the translation of the relics of Ste.-Reine from Alise 
to Flavigny, and the establishment of a priory at Corbigny were all recorded 
together.49
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Not until he reached the eleventh century did Hugh go beyond his sources 
and give his own version of events. Here he concentrated especially on bishops 
and abbots in Verdun and on the quarrels between Pope Gregory VII and 
Emperor Henry IV in the 1070s and 1080s. Then, in the 1090s, his narrative 
became personal, for he was elected abbot of Flavigny in 1096. His election, 
coming shortly after his account of broad reform in the church, was treated as 
another aspect of reform, for the house was “desolate” when he arrived and 
had lacked an abbot for seven years.50

The memory he wanted his readers to retain of his election was composed 
both of his personal reaction—  mostly surprise and an anxious feeling of un-
worthiness—  and of the material improvement he made to the monastery’s 
patrimony. Immediately after giving the details of his consecration, Hugh 
launched into what was essentially a pancarte, brief summaries of dozens of 
pious gifts or of quarrels settled with the local laity. He interrupted this ac-
count at several points to provide such information as the deaths or elections 
of local bishops and abbots, then returned to the gifts and quarrel settle-
ments.51 None of these were in the cartulary; he clearly considered that one of 
the purposes of his chronicle was to create a permanent memory where none 
had existed of gifts received.

His chronicle also became a justification of his own actions, for Hugh had 
a difficult relationship with the bishop of Autun. Not long after he became 
abbot he incurred the new bishop’s ire because he did not attend his consecra-
tion, although Hugh argued that he had had a good excuse and indeed had 
sent a representative. The situation quickly deteriorated, and his house was 
put under interdict before Hugh was eventually able to reestablish cordial re-
lations.52 He wanted to make sure that anyone who heard about the quarrel 
would remember the events his way: an obedient, reverent abbot maltreated 
by a bishop who was both irrational and wrathful.

But the fullest section of the entire chronicle concerns Hugh’s quarrel 
with his own monks, who drove him out. He began this section with a 
prayer to Christ, begging for his compassion. The conflict, which Hugh ap-
parently recorded as it happened, stretched out with many an accusation, 
effort at settlement, and postponed resolution: it involved councils, the 
bishop of Autun (again) as well as other bishops, the papal curia, a monk at 
Flavigny whom Hugh accused of selling himself to the devil, and the monks 
of St.-Bénigne of Dijon.53 Ultimately Hugh’s efforts to retain his monastery 
failed, and the bishop of Autun ordained the prior of Flavigny as abbot. Al-
though Hugh wrote “Amen” at the end of this section and proceeded to 
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describe the adulterous affair of King Philip I, thus managing to return to 
broader history, his personal difficulties were for him a central part of his 
world history. Memory was individual: remembering kings and battles 
needed, at least for Hugh, to be supplemented by remembering how unfairly 
he had been treated.

Bishops and Abbots

In the twelfth century the effort to control the past—  and hence the present—
could, as well as taking the form of charters and chronicles, also be played out 
through access to the saints. The constant, low-level tension in many bishop-
rics between the bishops and the abbots of major monasteries, already seen at 
Sens and Autun, could find expression in competing claims to the see’s holy 
past.

Most French cathedral cities in the high Middle Ages were dominated by 
two churches, the cathedral, home of the bishop, and the major monastery, 
chief rival of the bishop within the ecclesiastical structure. The cathedral was 
physically in the center of the city, generally built on the highest point in town 
since the fourth or fifth century, indeed often on the site of the Gallo-Roman 
governor’s palace. The monastery was typically built outside the Roman civi-
tas, perhaps only a short distance away, perhaps a kilometer or more. The ca-
thedral had been the original church of a city in Gaul, and the only other 
churches within the Gallo-Roman walls were part of the cathedral complex, 
leaving the monasteries outside. The chief monastery would be a newer foun-
dation than the cathedral, often established in what had been a basilica dedi-
cated to a local saint.54

Both cathedral and monastery were considered holy, of course. But there 
certainly could be a vigorous debate on whether the bishops, considered the 
institutional heirs of the first apostles, had precedence or whether the monks 
did, living, they maintained, in the same style as the first apostles. The bish-
ops represented the height of the ecclesiastical hierarchy, whereas the monas-
tery, more withdrawn, represented on at least some level the desert of 
contemplation.

The debate took on an added sharpness in that both bishops and abbots 
often looked to the same individual for legitimation: an early holy bishop, 
buried at the monastery. A basilica might have originally been dedicated to a 
saint whose relics had been set there, but with the arrival of the body of the 
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holy bishop, the church took on a new designation. For example, in Auxerre 
Bishop Germanus was buried in the mid-fifth century at the basilica he had 
dedicated to Saint Maurice, but it almost immediately became known in his 
honor as St.-Germain. The monks later established there always remembered 
that they had the greatest saint the see had ever produced in their crypt.55 In 
Tours, the cathedral with its bishop and canons looked to Saint Martin, who 
had after all been bishop there in the fourth century, but the monks of Mar-
moutier, which Martin had founded, could argue plausibly that they better 
represented the legacy of the saint. The situation in Tours was further compli-
cated by the presence of a third locus of holiness, the basilica of St.-Martin, 
which had the saint’s relics, even though the canons who served that church in 
the twelfth century could not claim to be following as holy a lifestyle as did the 
monks of Marmoutier.56

Auxerre and Tours were not alone in the debate over who could claim and 
shape a holy bishop from late antiquity. At Reims, Remigius, the bishop who 
had baptized Clovis around the year 500, was claimed by both the cathedral 
and the monastery of St.-Remi. The archbishops of Sens, as already noted, 
were routinely buried outside of town at St.-Pierre-le-Vif, where their saintli-
ness augmented that of the monks. At Verdun, the monks of St.-Vanne went 
so far as to create fictive graves for Merovingian-era bishops of Verdun within 
their monastery to claim their legacy for themselves.57 At Limoges, it was the 
monastery of St.-Martial, not the cathedral, that was able to make the most of 
the deliberately created “tradition” that Martial, putative first bishop of the 
see, had been an apostle of Christ.58

At Rouen, both the bishops and the monastery of St.-Ouen had initially 
claimed the authority of the seventh-century bishop Audoin (Ouen), but in 
the eleventh century, as the competition became more marked, the bishops 
began vigorously promoting the cult of Romanus, an earlier bishop, rather 
than that of Audoin.59 The bishopric of Langres had no significant early bishop 
over whom to contend; their chief spiritual competition came from the mon-
astery of St.-Bénigne of Dijon, in their diocese but not their city. The original 
Saint Benignus was not a bishop but a martyr, perhaps imported from Byzan-
tium. The bishops of Langres were still frequently buried at St.-Bénigne, and 
indeed in the early Middle Ages they often resided in Dijon rather than their 
own city.60 Langres was thus unusual in not having, a short walk from the ca-
thedral, a monastery that could claim that not only was its way of life superior 
but that it was preferred by the see’s principal saints. The memory of saints of 
the past, even the very distant past, thus could be used to validate a church’s 
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position in the present, especially its position in relation to other churches, 
which might, however, refer their own status to the same saints.

The monastic chroniclers of the high Middle Ages had a clear purpose for their 
narratives: to organize the past, make sure its most important events were not 
forgotten, and give the details of their own houses’ place within the history of 
human salvation. In doing so they used the documents in their archives to 
support and supplement the accounts they obtained from other sources. Car-
tularies and chronicles, very different for modern historians, were for high 
medieval chroniclers both ways of organizing and presenting the past. They 
simplified what may now seem complicated series of events, assumed that the 
accepted definition of spirituality had always been the same, and readily ap-
plied current expectations for the religious life, or for Christian versus infidel, 
to the past. Yet even though they knew how the story ought to run, chroniclers 
were not creating a fictive past, for they did their best to base it on the written 
word.

Some words were easier to understand than others. The documents of the 
Merovingian era, with their challenging handwriting, abbreviations, and pro-
tocols, always seemed strange. But at least in those documents high medieval 
monks could recognize pious gifts and royal immunities. Carolingian-era
polyptyques, though not as distant in time, presented a bigger challenge, as 
discussed in the following chapter.



C h a p t e r  4

Polyptyques: Twelfth-Century Monks Face 
the Ninth Century

Polyptyques, the great ninth-century inventories of monastic holdings, stand 
at a turning point in the medieval exercise of memory.1 On the one hand, they 
were originally created in order to have a clear record of property holdings and 
expected revenues. Their creation was thus part of a ninth-century effort to 
organize memory and make it unchanging, as well as to rationalize records—
like the first cartularies, created at exactly the same time. On the other hand, 
polyptyques in the high Middle Ages were also part of the memory of the past 
that later scribes had to deal with, had to try to rework into something that 
would make sense in their own time.

Modern debates over the precise meaning of terms in the ninth-century 
polyptyques, how they can be related to the agricultural practices of late antiq-
uity, and the creation of “classic” manorialism have absorbed most recent 
scholarship on these sources. I intend to approach them somewhat differently, 
as sources that were originally created to preserve memory and then, three 
centuries later, had lost their meaning when their context was forgotten.

Polyptyques in the Ninth Century

Polyptyques, listings of the property holdings of and dues owed to major 
churches, were a ninth-century innovation. There were a few earlier efforts to 
make records of estate holdings, in particular at St.-Martin of Tours,2 scraps of 
which still survive, but no efforts were made to enumerate property on the 
scale of the great polyptyques until the Carolingian era. Charlemagne’s “Ca-
pitulare de villis,” which ordered that such surveys be done on his own estates, 
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is generally taken as the impetus for the creation of all polyptyques.3 If his 
orders were carried out on royal manors, however, no records survive, and in-
deed most polyptyques date from at least two generations later.

The word “polyptyque” itself was used in late Roman administration to 
mean a record or account book, a census of people and property for taxation 
purposes. A significant difference, however, is that Roman census rolls, unlike 
ninth-century polyptyques, did not specify how much each property was ex-
pected to pay, as that had to be worked out annually.4 Even though the ninth-
century form of a polyptyque, a recording of property and dues regularly owed 
on great manors, was therefore something new, it was built on an older sense 
that sources of income ought to be written down and organized.

A number of monastic houses, primarily in the time of Charles the Bald, 
sent agents around to their villas to make systematic surveys of land, of dues 
and obligations, and of those who owed these obligations. Fewer than a dozen 
ninth-century surveys still survive more or less intact from west Francia: those 
from St.-Germain-des-Prés, St.-Remi of Reims, St.-Maur-des-Fossés, St.-
Victor of Marseille, St.-Bertin, Prüm, Wissembourg, Lobbes, and Montier-
en-Der. St.-Germain’s is the only one to survive as an original; the others are 
all later copies.5 The polyptyque of St.-Bertin is preserved because when the 
monks wrote the Gesta of their abbots in the 960s they copied into it the text 
of a polyptyque already over a century old.6 There are also scraps and mentions 
of others, such as the polyptyques of St.-Père of Chartres and Marmoutier, 
enough that it seems highly likely that many more monasteries produced such 
inventories than those that have survived.7 Like the Domesday Book in En-
gland two centuries later, the polyptyques were composed with the hope and 
belief that once everything was in writing it would be easier to tell what was 
owned and what was owed.8

Again like Domesday, the polyptyques were never uniform or complete. 
Some property was simply never recorded in a polyptyque. Because different 
villas would be surveyed by different men, what was recorded and even how it 
was counted would have varied.9 Even if we know the names of those who 
surveyed the monastery’s holdings for the polyptyque, we do not know 
whether they were monks, monastic agents, or perhaps (and indeed most 
likely) men of local importance. Sometimes the original polyptyque scribe, 
writing from the notes of several different surveyors, duplicated or acciden-
tally omitted entries.10

And of course a monastery’s properties were not static. Although scholars 
have sometimes tried to date polyptyques based on certain material within 
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them,11 at best one can determine a date after which certain materials could 
have been added. Over the generations after a polyptyque’s initial composi-
tion, new entries were often made or old entries emended.12 The mid-ninth-
century polyptyque of Montier-en-Der, for example, includes a great deal of 
property that was confirmed to the monks by Charles the Bald but also in-
cludes property they acquired only in the late ninth, tenth, or eleventh centu-
ries.13 In the polyptyque of Wissembourg the ninth-century material is 
overshadowed by later additions.14 By the twelfth century, polyptyques would 
have been heavily worked over, with marginal comments, interlinear nota-
tions, and whole folia of additions. Although scholars have tended to concen-
trate on the polyptyques as ninth-century productions, they should be seen 
instead as tools that continued to be used and added to over the following 
centuries.15

A copy of a polyptyque done in the high Middle Ages may now look clean 
and tidy—  and for most polyptyques that is all we have16—but the parchment 
from which the scribe worked would have been anything but tidy. This very 
messiness must have been an incentive for a cartulary scribe to skip over cer-
tain sections. The surviving twelfth-century version—  when we have it—
would have been the product of a determined effort to clean up what would 
have been hardly comprehensible. Faced with unusual terms, scribes seem to 
have abbreviated heavily and hoped for the best.17

Even now, although scholars have better access to late Roman law than 
twelfth-century monks would have had, there are debates about a number of 
the terms that appear in polyptyques,18 suggesting that when they were origi-
nally composed the agents doing the surveys and the scribes recording the 
information may not have had an entirely clear set of categories with which to 
work. For example, the word colonus was a perfectly valid word for a free 
tenant in late antiquity, used in some polyptyques, such as that of St.-Germain-
des-Prés, but absent in others; it is never found, for example, in the polyp-
tyque of Montier-en-Der. Scholars are still debating whether an early medieval 
colonus would have owed labor dues, and how much, just as they are also still 
debating whether ingenui were (as seems most probable) freemen or just an-
other version of servi; the information in the sources is far from unambiguous 
or uniform. Mancipia and hospicia were servile dependents who were still not 
as subject to arbitrary demands as were slaves;19 the differences between the 
two terms were never spelled out in the ninth-century sources and may indeed 
be an artifact of different monasteries using different words.20 A polyptyque, 
then, should be seen not so much as an application of general rules about 
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categories of status and ownership to the particular manors of a monastery but 
rather as an attempt to try to create those categories.

There has been a concerted if controversial scholarly effort to describe the 
polyptyques as fiscal documents and the payments described in them as con-
nected with royal government and public tax revenues.21 But the polyptyques 
themselves show no sign of the monasteries having fixed obligations to the 
state. In the case of Montier-en-Der, Charles the Bald confirmed the monks’ 
possession of many of the same villas as are enumerated in their polyptyque, 
in a manner that made clear that he, at any rate, considered the land, the ten-
ants, and the revenues as the monks’ own, not his.22 The range of formats ad-
opted in the different polyptyques and the fact that all surviving ones are from 
ecclesiastical institutions that were not part of royal lands also argue against 
any public fiscal purpose. Those who created the polyptyques were doing 
more than following some governmental mandate; they were creating what 
they hoped would be an orderly record for their own monastic successors.

Ideal and Messiness in Polyptyques

Although it has been argued that a polyptyque was an “ideal form” rather than, 
strictly speaking, an accounting,23 one should not overdo the distinction. Of 
course the monks had in mind an ideal, in which all of their lands and revenues 
would be systematically described, but the differences in the vocabulary used 
by various monasteries and the differences in the ways they organized their 
entries indicate that they were not following a formula.24 Nonetheless, the ideal 
of a “classic” ninth-century manor has a strong hold on scholars. If a polyp-
tyque does not seem to reflect the classic system, for example, in not showing a 
clear division between seigneurial domain and mansi granted to dependent ten-
ants, then it is asked what might be different or strange about the polyptyque 
one is studying.25 But the very idea of a classic manor and of a polyptyque that 
reflects that manor assumes clarity and stability. A polyptyque was rather a 
messy effort to construct memory out of a fluid set of people and obligations, 
and in the form that it has survived it reflects three centuries of changes.

It should also be noted that it would be very unwise to attempt to use the 
apparent exactitude of the figures to try to give precise totals for the rural 
population or the extent of a monastery’s holdings.26 The monks’ tenants were 
surely not the only inhabitants of a region or even a particular villa. The 
eleventh-century scribe Paul of St.-Père of Chartres said that one would be 
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“deluded by vain hope” in thinking to get exact figures for his house’s income 
from its polyptyque.27 Even aside from the fact that there was never a perfect 
correspondence between a monastery’s holdings and what was recorded in a 
polyptyque, the figures within it cannot be assumed to add up. The example 
of the entry for St.-Dizier in the polyptyque of Montier-en-Der, an entry for 
which two independent witnesses survive, indicates the figures’ unreliability.

The first appearance in the twelfth-century cartulary of an inventory of 
the monks’ possessions at St.-Dizier is attached to the end of an 876 donation 
charter of Count Boso. A very similar inventory appears in the polyptyque 
(further along in the cartulary), but a comparison of the two indicates signifi-
cant differences.28 In the polyptyque, the entry for St.-Dizier is attached to an 
inventory of the property held in precaria at Effincourt, where it clearly does 
not belong, suggesting that it was written in the margin or on a separate piece 
of parchment and the cartulary scribe just copied it where he found it.

Both of the accounts of the holdings at St.-Dizier start with a church and 
the iornales of arable land associated with it. However, the polyptyque says 
these iornales numbered 33 (xxxiii), while Boso’s document put the number at 
123 (cxxiii). Next, both say that there were three iornales of meadowland and 
continue with identical enumerations of the manse attached to the church, 
with its arable land and meadowland, of the mansus dominicatus with its lands 
and five serfs (hospicia), and of the woodland. But then the polyptyque says 
that there were four (iiii) additional mansi at St.-Dizier, whereas the docu-
ment puts the number at eight (viii). The number of men on these mansi is 
the same in both (eight), but it clearly would make a difference to our under-
standing of the ninth-century rural economy if there were two male tenants 
per manse or only one.

Next the amount of arable land and of newly cleared land (de exartis) is 
the same, except that the polyptyque adds an extra half iornalis to the latter. 
Both accounts proceed with identical enumerations of mancipia, of a flour 
mill and measures of grain, but then the polyptyque says that the monks re-
ceived eight (viii) measures of salt a year there, although the document gives 
only six (sex). Then comes a phrase different in the two versions: “De denariis 
libra i” in the polyptyque and “De pice solidum i” in the document. Interest-
ingly, the polyptyque, which (unlike Boso’s document) strikes a total at the 
end, gives “de argento solidus i,” which suggests that the document, not the 
polyptyque, gave the correct reading earlier (and that the odd word pice meant 
“specie”). The two accounts finish with the same figures for land at two adja-
cent hamlets.
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The differences in the details in these two accounts throw into question the 
accuracy of all of the figures in the polyptyque.29 Even though the majority of 
figures are the same in the two versions, the differences suggest that the twelfth-
century scribe consistently had trouble reading his Carolingian original. There 
is no way to tell which version more correctly represents the original. Because 
the polyptyque of Montier-en-Der, like most surviving polyptyques, is known 
only in copies, one is always left unsure as to which figures in such a polyptyque 
actually reflect what the ninth-century survey really said.30

Polyptyques in the High Middle Ages

As this example suggests, cartulary scribes of the high Middle Ages must have 
looked at polyptyques and scratched their heads. Clearly these were important 
compilations, spelling out at least some of a church’s possessions. And yet they 
would have seemed extremely foreign to monks of the high Middle Ages. In 
the ninth century a number of terms and categories were employed that then 
dropped out of usage in the following generations. The ninth-century rural 
landscape was undergoing rapid changes, and five or six generations later, 
when west Frankish cartularies were first being composed, polyptyques would 
have seemed inherently strange.

The changes taking place were more than changes in vocabulary. The monk 
Paul, compiling the cartulary of St.-Père of Chartres in the 1080s, commented 
that the rolli conscripti in the monastery’s archives showed that in days of old the 
rustici were not subject to the same obligations and did not pay the same dues 
as in his day, and that in addition those who wrote these rolls did not have the 
same names for things (vocabula rerum).31 These “rolls” were almost certainly an 
old polyptyque of the monastery. He copied at least a portion of these rolls be-
cause, as he said, he wanted a record on “new leaves” of what the house of St.-
Père had once owned, but even some of the place-names of the polyptyque were 
strange to him, and he said that the places had “vanished or were unknown.”32

Between the seizure of property by lay abbots and bishops, which had deprived 
St.-Père of most of its Carolingian-era holdings, and the changes in the ways 
that estates were administered, an eleventh-century monk like Paul found the 
ninth and tenth centuries disturbingly foreign.33

The polyptyque of Prüm, copied a century and a half after Paul worked, 
also indicates the difficulties the monks of the high Middle Ages found with a 
ninth-century text. The monk Caesarius said in his preface that he had 
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transcribed the polyptyque, which he said was written in 893, “to the best of 
his ability and knowledge.”34 But this librum antiquum had given him many 
problems, especially the names of the villas: the old names, he said, seemed 
“almost barbarous,” and he felt obliged to change them to their modern form, 
even though he tried to leave the other vocabula as he found them. Still, 
through all his difficulties with the text, he felt obliged to copy it conscien-
tiously; it contained the “rights and revenues” of Prüm, he said (iura et reddi-
tus), and he wanted to be sure not to weaken the “authority” of the old book. 
He closed his preface with a prayer, indicating that although he described his 
copying as a work of “temporal administration,” it also had a strong religious 
component.

Caesarius also realized that many of his thirteenth-century contemporar-
ies would have difficulty with the terminology used in the polyptyque. On the 
folio facing the first entry in his codex, he added some notes to aid under-
standing.35 For example, he said that the book mentioned four different kinds 
of mansi, which he set out to define—  doubtless deriving his definitions from 
context. Mansi serviles, he said, were those on which the tenants were obliged 
to work for the monks three days a week all year long, as well as render various 
other dues. Modern scholars, who also have had to derive their definitions 
more or less from context, although with the advantage of multiple polyp-
tyques to look at, would agree with Caesarius here, although perhaps not with 
the specificity of three days a week.36 Mansi lediles, Caesarius continued, were 
those that also owed many dues but not year-round. Here he seems to be 
guessing. Mansi ingenuales, he went on, was the term for mansi in the Ar-
dennes. Here he missed completely the distinction between “servile” and 
“free” mansi, which scholars now associate with the legal status of the men 
who lived on them in the ninth century, although he did comment that these 
Ardennes mansi were also called kunihkgeshuve, a term meaning “royal house-
holds.”37 Finally, mansi absi were to him, as to modern scholars, ones empty of 
cultivators. The necessity he perceived to explain these terms—  as well as some 
others like camba, a “bakehouse and brewhouse” he said correctly (bahchus et 
bruhus)—  indicates that they were no longer in use at the beginning of the 
thirteenth century.

The lack of connection between the experience of a copyist and the polyp-
tyque he was copying is further illustrated by the frequency of people’s names 
in polyptyques. Those copying the “old books” must have realized that the 
Reimbald or Nantcher whose dues they were carefully writing out (to give 
examples from Prüm) had been dead for three centuries. And yet many 
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polyptyques list by name those living on the mansi along with their dues. 
Much of the polyptyque of St.-Remi of Reims is a list of names, of people 
generally identified as servus or ingenuus (for men; the female versions were 
ancilla and ingenua), sometimes with the rents they owed, sometimes with the 
number of their children. Caesarius of Prüm carefully copied the names of the 
tenants at Wetellendorpht and what each owed, even though he then gave a 
brief history in a marginal note of the very different use to which this property 
had been put in the succeeding three and a half centuries.38

That names should be found in polyptyques originally is not surprising. 
The Merovingian-era administrative documents from St.-Martin of Tours are 
little more than lists of names, with annotations to show how much each per-
son owed. What is surprising is that these names were copied in the high 
Middle Ages. Many other copyists must have been less patient than Caesarius. 
The twelfth-century scribe at St.-Bertin deliberately omitted from his polyp-
tyque the lists of precarial grants that had been included—  and which he char-
acterized as benefices granted to knights, milites and cavillarii.39 Yet at 
Montier-en-Der, a number of names are found in the list of grants made in
precaria, which was incorporated into the polyptyque. These names were the 
same as those whom Charles the Bald had confirmed as holding in precaria
from the monks, and thus the precarists were dead over two centuries when 
Der’s polyptyque was copied,40 but the scribe recorded them anyway, unlike 
the scribe at St.-Bertin. Clearly he thought it important to reproduce what 
was before him as well as he could.

Caesarius wrote a personal note at the end of the polyptyque of Prüm, 
which sums up very well the changes from the ninth century to the high Mid-
dle Ages.

One should realize that 329 years have passed since the old book was 
written or compiled. . . . And in that time there have been almost daily 
changes, woods have been cut down, villas built, tithes established, 
many mills constructed and vineyards planted, and the land broadly cul-
tivated. The possessions of the church of Prüm are found in many prov-
inces, both far and wide. And therefore no one should wonder why all 
the possessions and fiefs are not mentioned here.41

Paul of Chartres’s and Caesarius of Prüm’s puzzlement in examining their 
houses’ polyptyques must have been widespread. The unfamiliarity of peasant 
obligations and the uses to which land was put would have worried many a 
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cartulary scribe. The differences between what was in the polyptyque and what 
they took for granted in the high Middle Ages was, again, much more than 
changes in vocabulary.42 Although the places in which the monks owned prop-
erty generally remained the same, the way that the rural economy was orga-
nized and the kinds of dues the peasants on the land owed had completely 
changed. Even the large estate, worked by dependent tenants, generally as-
sumed to have characterized Carolingian as well as Merovingian agriculture,43

had been transformed by the twelfth century.
Much more scholarship has gone into characterizing the great estates of 

the Carolingian era, along with their relationship with the latifundia and es-
tates of late antiquity, than has gone into discussing what happened to these 
estates after the ninth century.44 Scholars have tended to assume that the “sei-
gneurial system” of the high Middle Ages was built, without too much diffi-
culty, on the bases established by the ninth century.45 The interesting questions 
have been considered to be whether ninth-century serfs were the descendants 
of Roman slaves—  or were perhaps slaves themselves—  and the extent to which 
seigneurialism owed more to Roman or Germanic practice. But the evidence 
of the polyptyques suggests that additional questions deserve attention, for the 
manorialism of the ninth century was not that of the twelfth.

Here looking at polyptyques through the lens of memory can help ad-
dress issues about their purpose and their survival. The great slave-worked 
plantations of late antiquity, as well as the Carolingian-era broad seigneurial 
estates, were long gone by the high Middle Ages. By then small holdings that 
might pay rent, infrequent in the Carolingian era, had come to dominate. 
That is, although the monks of the high Middle Ages owned land in the same 
places as had their ninth-century predecessors, and had tenants on that land, 
the kinds and amounts of obligations of those tenants were changed.

The small attention given to the change from ninth-century manors to 
twelfth-century seigneurialism may in part be due to the paucity of evidence 
on tenth-century agricultural practice, what has been called a “hidden turning 
point.” Although rather general efforts have been made to characterize this 
“turning point,” specifically as a regrouping of the peasantry and a disintegra-
tion of the great estates,46 the exact details remain unexamined. Scholars have 
instead preferred to discuss the much better documented eleventh century and 
its supposed mutations.

Debates have raged over the supposed “transformations” of the year 1000, 
whether the eleventh century was categorically different from the late tenth. 
Recently something of a consensus has developed, that the institutions of the 
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tenth century were not revolutionarily turned into feudal society by the mid-
eleventh century.47 But the real question, and the one that scholars have not 
been asking, is how the ninth-century economy turned into that of the tenth. 
Instead, all of the debate has focused on knighthood, law, and the exercise of 
power, not the rural economy. Most scholars have assumed that the agricul-
tural and commercial developments of the ninth century led fairly seamlessly 
into the economic expansion of the eleventh and twelfth centuries.48

Perhaps it is time to reconsider this assumption. Polyptyques describe a 
world that clearly made sense in the ninth century but did not make sense by 
the end of the eleventh. Rather than looking for feudal mutations of the year 
1000, it may be better to look for agricultural mutations of the year 900. 
Whatever the nature and causes of the changes between the ninth century and 
the eleventh, one point is clear: the polyptyques described an agricultural 
world that no longer existed by the time that late eleventh- and twelfth-
century monks began to compose their cartularies.

The failure of more polyptyques to survive, therefore, cannot be simply acci-
dental. Nor can it be blamed on the fragility of papyrus, as can the disappear-
ance of most Merovingian-era documents, for by the ninth century Frankish 
monks were using parchment exclusively. The disappearance of polyptyques 
has to be considered the result of a deliberate choice: a choice not to bother to 
copy out a long, confusing, and, it seemed, often meaningless series of entries. 
Ninth-century donation charters and royal confirmations were copied as 
worth remembering because the land was still the monks’. Ninth-century 
polyptyques, detailing obligations that had not been fulfilled for two or three 
centuries, must often have been deliberately forgotten.

Such forgetting, it should be stressed, was not a rejection of a monastery’s 
past in general or of the ninth century in particular; otherwise, there would 
not be so many surviving records of Charlemagne, Louis the Pious, and 
Charles the Bald. Nor was there some universal rejection of polyptyques, be-
cause a few monks did make the effort to preserve them in their cartularies. 
These brave copyists knew that a polyptyque had once been an important 
guarantee of their house’s possessions and was thus worth copying for that 
reason alone. But for the most part, the scribes of the high Middle Ages who 
created cartularies were organizing their houses’ archives in ways that would 
be useful in their own present and anticipated future. Polyptyques that had 
once been put together out of a similar mission to organize had lost their use-
fulness and were thus allowed to slip quietly into oblivion.
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An Age of Forgery

Creative memory was at its most creative in the ninth century, when church-
men forged unprecedented and monumental runs of entirely false charters. 
The modern study of medieval documents long focused on “what really hap-
pened” and thus either ignored forged documents completely or at best rele-
gated them to the spuria section of an edition. But if one examines memory as 
an active process, in which it was but a small step from thinking about the 
past, to reconceptualizing the lessons of the past, to reworking the past to how 
it should have been, then forgeries become an important element.1

For example, it is not enough to say that forged Merovingian documents 
do not tell us anything useful about the sixth and seventh centuries. A high 
proportion of Merovingian-era documents have been characterized as unecht
by scholars at one time or another—  indeed, the majority of those that do not 
still exist as originals, and even some of them2—  although the more recent 
tendency is to recognize a core of authenticity and speak rather of “interpola-
tion.”3 Yet even obvious forgeries tell us a great deal about how the writers of 
the Carolingian and Capetian eras thought about their own pasts.

In this chapter I shall discuss several of the more egregious sets of forgeries 
from the ninth century, which became a true age of forgery.4 Falsification 
reached a height not equaled earlier or later. The forgers were all churchmen 
creating an imaginary past: monks trying to assert or reestablish the value of 
their monasteries; monks and bishops seeking either to dominate or to free 
themselves from each other; bishops attempting to free themselves from 
judgment.

The forgers of the ninth century primarily created documents with pur-
ported dates in late antiquity rather than documents they could attribute to 
Charlemagne. It has been estimated that less than 10 percent of all spurious 
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“Charlemagne” documents were created during the century after his death; 
most instead were fabricated during the twelfth and thirteenth centuries. The 
majority of false Charles the Bald documents, too, appear to date from after 
the Capetians took the French throne.5 Given Charlemagne’s reign of over 
forty-five years and his subsequent central place in medieval epics, one would 
have expected him to have made a bigger impact on the minds of ninth-
century creators of false documents. Even the rather indiscriminate forgers of 
Le Mans preferred Louis the Pious. As I shall argue further in Chapter 8, 
during Charlemagne’s years as king of the Franks the ecclesiastics of his realm 
had come to know him all too well. If they wanted an ideal king who was 
supportive of the church, they knew better than to label that king Charle-
magne. Only in later centuries, when his publicists’ image of him as exactly 
such a monarch had taken hold, could he become a suitable figure to be pre-
sented as the originator of forged privileges.

The Written Word and Forgeries

It is usually assumed that the growing frequency of charters in the eleventh 
and twelfth centuries led to a new interest in forging records. The rapid 
changes in political, religious, and economic structures, it is suggested, led to 
an attempt to resist change by writing records of a dimly remembered if 
doubtless golden-hued past.6 I would argue instead for the ninth century that 
it was not the frequency of the written word but rather its infrequency that 
inspired forgers and that they were not reactionary but innovators, trying to 
create new structures and institutions that would benefit them.7 Between the 
relatively document-rich Merovingian era and the high Middle Ages, docu-
ments in the Carolingian period, because infrequent, took on greater norma-
tive value, and thus the forgers could hope that their careful creations would 
carry greater weight.

The ninth century and the sixth were so different—  including chancery 
practice and diplomatic protocols—  that it was not sufficient, or in many cases 
even really possible, for ninth-century scribes to make clean, complete tran-
scriptions of the papyrus documents they copied onto parchment. And yet 
they knew they had to try, for otherwise some of their most important early 
records would soon be gone.8 Under this relentless pressure, the line between 
making the past make sense and making it more useful was extremely thin and 
often crossed. To some extent then forgeries (or at least “interpolations”) 
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might be seen as almost accidental, the result of misunderstanding, misread-
ing, and filling in the gaps. But ninth-century forgeries went well beyond 
accidents.

New or refounded monasteries, increasingly frequent in the mid-ninth
century, needed to assert both that they had a glorious past and that they were 
as worthy as their contemporaries. Thus the abbot of Glanfeuil created in the 
860s a vita of Saint Maurus, disciple of Saint Benedict, in which Maurus was 
the first to bring Benedictine monasticism to Gaul in the sixth century by 
founding Glanfeuil. The monastery of Fleury, located not far away on the 
Loire, claimed to have the body of Benedict himself, so the choice of Maurus 
gave Glanfeuil an almost comparable prestige.9 The abbot’s assertion that he 
took the vita from an “ancient” booklet of Roman provenance gave it an air of 
specious authenticity.

At many other houses, the overall efforts at regularization that emerged 
from the Carolingian court, the growing scarcity and thus value of written 
charters, and a need to regain control of a past that was in danger of crumbling 
into dust all gave a new meaning to the written act as a mediator between past 
and present. Such a record became more than just the normal product of any 
sort of formal interaction. It was a guarantee of rights. Although the written 
charter was no longer the everyday event it had been in the Merovingian era 
(see Chapter 9), literacy was still presumed among those in authority, and 
important decisions were recorded and promulgated in writing.10 What was 
different in the ninth century was the special, almost iconic nature of the 
charter. When written records were fewer, individual charters could take on 
much more significance. Memory became associated with the charter that 
preserved that memory.

The value of such documents is spelled out in the Gesta of a bishop of Le 
Mans from the middle of the ninth century. Several times the narrative paused 
for a few—  or sometimes quite a few—  charters, sometimes given as summa-
ries, sometimes as integral copies. “It has seemed right to insert a few of our 
privileges into this little book,” the author said, “so that if in the future some 
question should arise, and someone tries to conceal a privilege because of his 
machinations and evil plans, the exemplar will still be found here.”11 In a suit 
in the imperial court, the author has everyone declare to Louis the Pious that 
the bishop should prevail because he had “the charters and royal pronounce-
ments of your father and your other predecessors, that is, the kings of the 
Franks.”12 Indeed, according to the Le Mans account, the bishop had brought 
twenty-five separate charters with him to show the emperor.13
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This was a novel concept of property law, that kings themselves could be 
bound by earlier royal decisions, as long as those decisions were in writing. 
The author asserted that antiquity of written record of ownership was more 
important than mere present possession. He preferred purported royal char-
ters confirming other royal charters of greater antiquity to charters in which 
recent kings made new pronouncements.14 Thus those claiming authority in 
the present bolstered their position by creating documents they could claim 
were from the past. The document that emerged from a royal ruling was al-
most more significant than the ruling itself. Thus it became tempting to forge 
as many authoritative texts as possible, preferably ones of considerable 
antiquity.

Certainly the mid-ninth century was not the first time someone had writ-
ten a document and attempted to pass it off as older than it actually was or as 
written by someone else. Most famously, the Donation of Constantine had 
been composed in the eighth century, as members of the papal curia sought to 
assert rights with a four-hundred-year pedigree. The Donation indeed may 
have served as an actual precedent for ninth-century forgers. It was incorpo-
rated into the Pseudo-Isidorian decretals, whose author seems to have found 
there the inspiration to confect a much larger series of early decisions to sup-
port the power and authority of bishops. If “Pseudo-Isidore” recognized the 
Donation’s falsity, however, he was virtually the only one. The Carolingians—
and indeed everyone until the Italian Renaissance—  assumed its 
authenticity.15

The Le Mans forgeries and the Pseudo-Isidorian decretals are the two 
most famous forgeries of the ninth century, both the products of concerted 
campaigns to create a useful past that was completely false. These two sets of 
forgeries were composed nearly contemporaneously; it is even possible that 
both were created in Le Mans, although current scholarship tends to put the 
Pseudo-Isidorian author(s) instead into the archdiocese of Reims.16 They were 
both written in response to perceived attacks on episcopal authority and pos-
sessions in the middle of the ninth century. Both sets of authors reacted simi-
larly, by going into ancient times to find supportive (if false) statements by 
ancient, eminent authorities. The Le Mans authors relied on the earliest kings 
of the Franks, Pseudo-Isidore on the earliest popes.
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The Le Mans Forgeries

The Le Mans forgeries were put together at the episcopal curia in several 
stages, over a generation or more, starting in the 830s.17 The compilers artfully 
combined forged and authentic charters. They quite consciously rewrote a 
past that had come to them in pieces but could be reorganized into a unified 
whole. In forging they created a coherent story where there had been no co-
herent story. The past with which they had to deal was composed of a number 
of authentic documents of greater or lesser antiquity, vitae of local saints, tes-
taments of earlier bishops, and various other narrative sources. The past they 
re-created was a “History of the Bishops,” a narrative studded with pièces jus-
tificatives. The ninth-century bishopric pressed its claim to authority within 
the diocese primarily by creating a narrative where bishops were the principal 
players.18

The two major components of what are now known as the Le Mans forg-
eries are the Actus pontificum Cenomannis, a brief history of each of the bishops 
of Le Mans, going back to the origins of the see; and the Gesta domni Aldrici,
a much more detailed account of the life and activities of one ninth-century 
bishop, probably he who held office when the forgeries were composed. In 
addition, the Le Mans authors rewrote some of their earlier saints’ lives. They 
were wide-ranging in their activities, so that virtually no charter from ninth-
century Le Mans can be taken at face value without careful consideration. 
Even the testament of Bishop Aldric seems to have been heavily reworked after 
his death.19

Because the Le Mans authors so skillfully combined real charters with 
those they confected, it is clear that they did not set out to fabricate a com-
pletely specious past but rather an improved and more useful one. Major parts 
of the Le Mans corpus are no more forged than was any effort to retell the 
story of the past.20 But unlike most chroniclers, the authors of the forgeries 
created completely new documents to which they attempted to give a spurious 
antiquity. Both forged and real documents were intended to enhance the bish-
opric’s authority and holdings.

The bishops of Le Mans tried for a decade, without notable success, to 
assert their authority over the little monastery of St.-Calais. The quarrel began 
in the final years of Bishop Aldric’s reign. In 855, the abbot of St.-Calais com-
plained to a council at Bonneuil that his house was being “oppressed” and 
brought out for inspection royal immunities issued by three generations of 
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Frankish kings. Impressed, the assembled bishops at the council agreed that 
his house was not subject to the bishop, a decision confirmed by Charles the 
Bald. This council’s findings were repeated at a council at Pîtres seven years 
later, which decision was signed by all of the assembled bishops who had not 
already signed the first decision.21 But Bishop Aldric of Le Mans ignored the 
decision of the first council (he was at any rate dying), and his successor, 
Bishop Robert, was no more willing to accept the 862 decision. Instead, when 
he appeared before Charles the Bald in 863, he made sure to arrive with plenty 
of supporting documents of his own.

The bishop’s supporters had every reason to expect that their own volume 
of forged royal charters would carry the day. But in spite of their daring initia-
tive and imagination, the Le Mans authors were unsuccessful; their efforts 
ended in devastating failure. Bishop Robert claimed in 863 at the council of 
Verberie that St.-Calais was dependent on the bishopric, but Charles the Bald 
ruled that the monastery was not an episcopal but instead a royal monastery. 
He noted that the bishops had subjected the monastery to themselves for only 
a few years, not for centuries as they claimed. He also ordered destroyed the 
charters from Le Mans that the council pronounced false, “so that they could 
not be used again in fruitless lawsuits and needlessly take up judges’ time.”22

The claims of the bishopric of Le Mans rested primarily on the value of 
the written word. At Verberie, even when the case was going badly, the bish-
op’s spokesman continued to insist that their many legitima instrumenta
proved their point. However few or many years the bishops had exercised 
dominion at St.-Calais was irrelevant. Possession was not at issue: antiquity of 
charters was. But Charles the Bald was working from an entirely different set 
of principles. It proved impossible to convince the king that the written deci-
sions of earlier kings altered what Charles himself believed: that the monastery 
was in fact his.

Significantly, there is no indication that the charters he ordered destroyed 
were even examined. Witnesses attested that earlier bishops had held St.-
Calais for only a few years, and then only as a royal beneficium, that is, a tem-
porary grant, which did not change its fundamental status as a royal possession. 
The bishop’s charters must be false because they contradicted this, no matter 
what verisimilitude the forgers may have given them. A belief in the power of 
the written word was strong enough at Le Mans to inspire extensive forgeries, 
but others were not ready to accept this.

The dossier that the bishop of Le Mans unsuccessfully presented at Ver-
berie had been carefully put together, and thus both these documents and 
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their sources are worth further examination, to see how the forgers picked and 
chose elements from a real past to rewrite the narrative that linked past and 
present. The records of the council do not specify what was in the charters 
ordered destroyed, but the bishop had not brought his only copies with him. 
Some still exist in the Gesta of Bishop Aldric, as well as summaries of many 
more; still others had been copied into the Actus of the bishops. In addition, 
Aldric’s biographer added a “memorial” or memorandum that summarized 
the long and difficult relations between the bishopric and the monastery of 
St.-Calais.23

The starting point for the Le Mans authors was the vita of Saint Carilef 
(Calais), a sixth-century hermit. Carilef was considered St.-Calais’s founder, 
establishing the house, according to his vita, under the name of Anisola. This 
vita dates from the eighth century or possibly the seventh, at any rate well 
before the forgers set to work.24 Conspicuously absent is any mention of the 
bishop of Le Mans. Rather, it is the story of a saintly man from the Auvergne 
who came to the region seeking solitude and found it in the ruins of a spot 
once called Casa Gaianus, located on the Anisola stream, now overgrown with 
brambles. Here the hermit Carilef settled. The transition from hermitage to 
monastery, the vita continued, was made at the suggestion of King Childe-
bert, who stumbled upon Carilef while hunting, and of Queen Vultrogoda, 
who had learned of the reclusive saint’s “holiness, abstinence, and humility.” 
Both made generous gifts to the saint, even though he initially insisted that a 
monk could not own land.25

The ninth-century Le Mans authors kept playing with this vita, using it 
in different ways. Their purpose was to make it clear that St.-Calais had always 
been dependent on the bishops of Le Mans, without denying or going against 
any part of the vita. Rather, their strategy was creative addition, both in the 
biographies of the bishops in the Actus and in the rewritten vita of Turibius, 
one of the earliest bishops of the see. For the Actus authors, Bishop Turibius 
was the second bishop of Le Mans, who founded a little monastery, St.-Pierre, 
in the late second century. This supposed episcopal monastery (a good two 
centuries earlier than Saint Martin’s Marmoutier, the first real monastic foun-
dation in Gaul) was intended as an early version of St.-Calais. The house was 
explicitly said to be founded at Anisola, which the authors said “the pagans” 
had called Casa Gaianus.26 The dedication of his little monastery to Peter was 
meant to recall the supposed apostolicity of the see’s bishops. The account of 
this bishop in the Actus was fleshed out in a rewritten vita of Turibius, in 
which a converted pagan, named Gaianus, gave his former house to the 
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bishop, who established a monastery there with the avowed purpose of con-
verting the infidel.27

All this was preparation for the Actus account of Bishop Innocent, a con-
temporary of King Childebert I.28 Into his story the authors inserted the story 
of the hermit Carilef, suitably reworked. Carilef still arrives in the region and 
establishes a monastery on the Anisola, but now the old ruins have been re-
conceptualized as the second-century monastery of St.-Pierre, established by 
Bishop Turibius. Bishop Innocent is rightly concerned about a new monastery 
established in his diocese without his permission, but Carilef immediately 
rushes to subject himself and his monastery “humbly” to the bishop, along 
with all its possessions. He does so with written charters, per strumenta 
cartarum.

The Actus authors would not have wanted to leave this assertion of char-
ters unverifiable, so they created a testament for Carilef, which they inserted 
at the end of their account of Bishop Innocent. In it, Carilef recalls that, for 
the remission of his sins, he had built a little monastery on the Anisola, where 
Bishop Turibius had earlier built a church in honor of St.-Pierre. He recalls 
that King Childebert had given him fiscal property but also adds that Bishop 
Innocent had been rightly concerned about a monastery in his diocese that 
was not subject to him, and thus that he, Carilef, had given everything into 
the bishop’s hands.

Following this “testament,” the Actus authors added two more confected 
documents, one in which Bishop Innocent granted the monastery to Carilef in 
precaria, to explain why the monastery had functioned independently in subse-
quent centuries, and another one from King Childebert, confirming that Car-
ilef had built Anisola and given it to the bishop.29 Other forged charters, 
supposedly issued between the mid-sixth and mid-seventh centuries by Bishops 
Domnolus, Hadoin, and Berarius, confirmed the whole episcopal version of the 
foundation of St.-Calais. Each had the bishop grant the monastery in precaria
to the current abbot, thus simultaneously stressing its dependence on the bishop 
and creating an explanation for the abbots’ apparent independence.30

Finally, the author of the Gesta of Bishop Aldric created a charter of Louis 
the Pious, in which Louis supposedly recalled the origins of St.-Calais, includ-
ing King Childebert’s confirmation of its dependency on Bishop Innocent.31

Thus with a few suitable additions, the story of a hermit founding a house 
with the input of the king, but not the bishop, had been transformed into a 
story in which St.-Calais had been from its foundation—  indeed, from even 
before its foundation—  a dependency of the bishopric.
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It is ironic that in confecting a story of episcopal control over St.-Calais,
the authors of Le Mans used a false St.-Calais document as their model in 
forgery. The monks claimed to have what would be (were it authentic) one of 
the earliest charters from a Merovingian king for any monastery in Gaul, dat-
ing from the first decades of the sixth century. Scholars once accepted as au-
thentic Childebert I’s charter in which he granted Carilef some fiscal land on 
which to build a monastery.32 Although this charter, borrowed heavily from 
the vita of Carilef, is not now seen as genuine,33 it does seem to have impressed 
the episcopal curia of Le Mans in the ninth century.

In fact, the monastery of Anisola (St.-Calais) was probably founded in the 
second half of the sixth century, not the first half, as everyone in the ninth 
century assumed. It may be the monastery at Le Mans that Venantius Fortu-
natus said, very unspecifically, was founded by the bishop of Poitiers in the 
middle of the sixth century; it first appears unambiguously in Gregory of 
Tours’s account of the events of 576, when the royal claimant Merovech was 
forcibly tonsured and intended to be a prisoner there.34

But the ninth-century authors at the episcopal see did not try to counter 
the monastery’s “Childebert” document by critiquing its dating but rather by 
producing a “Childebert” document of their own. Surely it is no accident that 
the purported earliest royal charter granted to the bishopric is also from Chil-
debert I, in which the king recalls that Carilef has built the monastery of 
Anisola and then subjected it to Bishop Innocent of Le Mans.35 The best way 
to counter a Merovingian charter that failed to suggest any dependence of the 
monastery on the bishop was to create another charter, from the very same 
Merovingian king, that asserted that dependence.

Efforts to improve the records of the past required a diplomatic knowl-
edge of the form in which the Merovingians issued their documents. The 
ninth-century authors knew some of the aspects of sixth-century scribal prac-
tice, recognizing, for example, that the kings then usually called themselves vir
inluster, rather than “king by the grace of God,” as did the Carolingians. They 
even recognized that no bishop was called an archbishop before the eighth 
century and that Merovingian-era bishops who signed charters did not give 
the names of their sees. The ninth-century authors were successful enough 
that some of their creations were still accepted as authentic in the nineteenth 
century, even while their tendency to forge has cast into doubt the authentic-
ity of some documents that otherwise appear perfectly authentic. They pos-
sessed a genuine charter from Theodebert II from the end of the sixth century, 
in which the king confirmed that a couple had built an oratory outside Le 
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Mans, dedicated to Saint Martin.36 Although this document said nothing 
about St.-Calais, their major topic of interest, and was in fact rather vague on 
the subjection of the new oratory of St.-Martin to the bishop, it did give an 
excellent example of the scribal practice of three centuries earlier from which 
to work.

When the bishop of Le Mans and his spokesmen took their collection of 
improved sources before the Council of Verberie, they could thus expect that 
they would be successful. When instead they completely failed in asserting 
authority over St.-Calais, they had to explain what had gone wrong. This ex-
planation is found in the “memorial” attached to the Gesta of Bishop Aldric. 
The author of this little work tried to re-remember the events at Verberie as 
demonstrating the weakness of the monastery’s position.

According to this “memorial,” the question should have turned quite sim-
ply on documentation. The sole document, it said, that the abbot of St.-Calais
was able to produce, showing that his house depended on the king rather than 
the bishop, was one of Pippin the Short, in which Pippin said that the mon-
astery was under his mundeburdo vel tuitione vel dominatione. This is indeed 
the language that Pippin would have used in the eighth century, and in fact 
the text of not one but two charters still exist, in which Pippin extended his 
protection to two successive abbots of St.-Calais.37

In spite of a somewhat sneering tone adopted by the author of the “me-
morial” toward the pathetic efforts of St.-Calais, Pippin’s charter(s) must have 
been a shock. Since the forgers at Le Mans were such believers in the value of 
the written word, they could not dismiss it easily. Even the bishopric’s four 
charters attributed to Louis the Pious (some of which may in fact be authen-
tic), one referring to the Council of Chalcedon’s ruling that monasteries be 
subject to bishops and all concluding that St.-Calais depended on the bishop 
of Le Mans,38 were not enough if antiquity of charters was the final arbiter. 
(Here it is worth noting that the author of the “memorial” mentions neither 
of the “Childebert” documents, the bishopric’s nor St.-Calais’s; he doubtless 
knew both to be false.)

So the author of the “memorial” had to discredit Pippin’s charter for St.-
Calais. He claimed that the abbot eventually admitted that the only reason 
Pippin issued the charter of immunity was because of an undeserved “hatred” 
of Gauzlin, then bishop of Le Mans. (Interestingly, the cathedral canons who 
had written the Actus of the bishops of Le Mans also hated Gauzlin, whom 
they called rapacious, unlearned, indeed illiterate, and said was put into office 
by tyrants. Their own account indicates that Pippin the Short reappointed 
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Gauzlin to the see after another man had briefly held it, which gives little 
support to the theory that Pippin hated him.)39 A discredited charter could be 
overruled, but it shows how much the Le Mans authors valued antiquity that 
they could not simply supersede it with documents from Pippin’s grandson 
Louis.

Even in subsequent generations, the canons of Le Mans did not give up 
their efforts to rewrite the past. The vita of Bishop Robert, who unsuccessfully 
tried to claim authority over St.-Calais, reinterpreted the events at Verberie to 
the point of outright falsity. This somewhat later vita insists that in spite of the 
monks’ best efforts to stir up Charles the Bald against Bishop Robert, he was 
able to obtain a confirmation of his authority over them from Pope Nicholas 
I (858–867).40 In fact the monks, not the bishop, prevailed with Pope Nicho-
las, and Charles never recognized anyone’s authority over the monastery but 
his own. When the creation of elaborate false charters failed to win the bish-
op’s party what they sought, the solution was simply to assert to posterity that 
it had.

The monks of St.-Calais, who wanted independence from the bishop, 
fought back as the cathedral had fought, with the written word. The monks, 
like the bishops, had argued for a decade before Verberie that ancient docu-
ments, or at least their own ancient documents, must be the final arbiter. The 
monks had the advantage of more relevant charters in their archives. They had 
authentic privileges of immunity freeing them from episcopal oversight, 
granted by Charlemagne, Louis the Pious, and Charles the Bald, as well as 
from Pippin the Short.41 Just as the bishopric of Le Mans produced a “memo-
rial” after Verberie to explain how the council should be remembered, so the 
monks of St.-Calais felt it necessary after 863 to put together a coherent story 
of their own.

Once the king ruled in their favor, they created a little book, a “cartulary” 
as it is now called, including all their charters. The cartulary was intended for 
Pope Nicholas I, to earn the monks a papal privilege. They were in fact suc-
cessful in this effort—  although initially the pope had been more inclined to 
support the bishop’s authority.42 This cartulary sought to demonstrate that 
their church was part of the royal fisc and had always been, going back to the 
sixth century. Most of the charters in it were genuine, but others were forger-
ies, many created for this very purpose. The first is the supposed foundation 
charter of Childebert I, in which the land he gives to Saint Carilef is called fisc 
land, to account for later kings saying that the monastery was of the royal 
fisc.43 Childebert was the logical choice as founder because the ninth-century 
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monks of St.-Calais had already seen him play a prominent role in their saint’s 
vita—  although they now eliminated any role for the queen and also discreetly 
left out the saint’s insistence that he did not want land.

The next three charters in the little cartulary of St.-Calais were also forg-
eries, attributed to Childebert I again, Chilperic I, and a King Theoderic 
(probably Theoderic I), all created on the model of the charter of protection 
granted the monks by Pippin the Short and given dates before the monastery 
even in fact existed. But St.-Calais also had genuine Merovingian charters of 
immunity, starting with ones issued by Clovis III and Childebert IV just be-
fore the year 700.44 Pope Nicholas, to whom the monks showed their privilege 
collection, assumed that these were much earlier kings, Clovis I and his son 
Childebert, and the monks did not disabuse him.45

These royal charters used the Merovingian version of an immunity (see 
Chapter 11), in which a king freed a monastery from paying certain fees or even 
allowing his agents entry into the monastery. In these charters the brothers Clo-
vis III and Childebert IV referred to earlier immunities granted by their father, 
Theoderic III; grandfather Clovis II; great-grandfather Dagobert I; great-great-
grandfather Clothar II; and to their uncle Clothar III; first cousin (the latter’s 
son) Clovis; and relative (consobrinus) Guntram (uncle of Clothar II).

The charters of none of these earlier kings were preserved in the ninth 
century; otherwise, the monks would certainly have copied them into their 
dossier. The charters of Clovis III and Childebert IV may well, from their 
dates, have been the first for the monastery to be written on parchment rather 
than papyrus, so in the next hundred and fifty years the earlier charters that 
these two kings had seen and confirmed had all disintegrated. The oldest char-
ters to which the royal brothers referred were those of Guntram and Clothar 
II, both of which would have been from the second half of the sixth century, 
the time that the monastery was most likely founded.

At the end of their little book, the monks copied the final decision of the 
Council of Verberie, as a triumphant charter-based indication that they had 
defeated the bishop’s charters.46 Even though Charles and his council had not 
privileged the written word in his ruling that St.-Calais was a royal house, 
both parties, the winners and the losers, continued to believe that charters 
recording decisions made in the past were their best guarantee for the future.

An interesting comparison may be drawn between the failure of the 
bishop of Le Mans to make his case at Verberie and the success of the bishop 
of Rouen, who obtained a royal privilege from Charles the Bald some two 
weeks later, while the king was still at his palace at Verberie. In this case the 
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bishop of Rouen had no charters whatsoever. That was his problem. The Vi-
kings had burned them when they sacked the city. Charles, however, gener-
ously offered to confirm whatever the charters might have contained and was 
willing to take the bishop at his word. Significantly, however, his confirmation 
document, which still exists as an original, did not detail the property that had 
supposedly been listed in the now-lost charters.47

This incident provides an illustration of the differences between how the 
churchmen of Le Mans and the king used and viewed charters. Charles used 
the document he gave the bishop of Rouen—  which he called a testamentum or 
a pancarta—  the way that kings had long used documents: as an indication 
that a royal decision had been made but not determinant in its own right. The 
royal charter thus simultaneously reaffirmed the worth of the past—  what the 
bishop had once held must be confirmed—  and the ability of the king to 
change the present by his own decision, based on his own memories or on 
witnesses, without having to rewrite the past.

Immunities at Le Mans

The Le Mans authors certainly knew that what they were doing was wrong. 
They gave citations to Roman law against producing false documents and 
using them in court—  said citations being used to argue that the bishop’s op-
ponents, but of course not the bishop himself, ought to have their evidence 
dismissed.48 They doubtless tried to justify what they were doing as serving 
some higher good, but their own citations showed that their creations were 
criminal. Thus their cause must have seemed highly compelling.

The Le Mans authors wanted control over ecclesiastical property, and they 
wrote, as discussed in Chapter 8, in a time when ecclesiastical property and 
even the episcopal office were held at royal whim. Charles Martel had sum-
marily deposed a bishop of Le Mans he considered hostile to his interests, and 
he and his descendants continued to appoint favorably disposed laymen or at 
best corrupt clerics to the see, while further reducing episcopal holdings 
through precarial grants and simple seizures. It was not until Aldric became 
bishop in 832 that the bishops were able to begin regaining control of property 
in their diocese.49 In response the cathedral of Le Mans fought back with both 
Merovingian-era documents (of greater or lesser authenticity) and forged doc-
uments of Louis the Pious, in which the emperor happily agreed that property 
belonged not to the royal fisc but to the bishops.



76 Chapter 5

In addition, the Le Mans authors worked at a time when episcopal au-
thority was being challenged by a new form of immunity: a pronouncement, 
by king or other powerful secular leader, that a monastery was not subject to 
the direction of its diocesan bishop. Such direction, spelled out at Chalcedon, 
had been the norm for four hundred years. Before the ninth century, secular 
leaders had rarely tried to break the dependence of monasteries on bishops.50

Merovingian royal immunities, though freeing monasteries from intervention 
by the king and his agents, had not affected monastic obedience to the bishop.

Episcopal immunities of the Merovingian period, although they might 
include the provision that an abbot could have an altar consecrated by any 
bishop he wished, were primarily declarations that the bishop would not take 
a monastery’s holdings and income. These immunities were thus a voluntary 
renunciation of the power the bishop would otherwise have enjoyed over the 
monasteries of his diocese. The kings, much less other lay lords, never issued 
what would have been, in effect, episcopal immunities in the Merovingian 
period. Although one of the marks of a “regular” monastery in the Carolingian 
period continued to be free election of the abbot by the monks, such houses 
were still under episcopal authority.

But in the middle decades of the ninth century, great lords began freeing 
favored monasteries from their bishops. Although the example of Cluny is the 
best known, with this freedom written into its foundation charter of 909/10 
from the duke of Aquitaine,51 such immunities had begun to appear with 
some regularity half a century earlier. One of the earliest examples is from 
Flavigny, where in 849 Charles the Bald freed the house from a variety of tolls, 
as Louis the Pious had done a generation earlier, but then added a novel detail. 
He ordered that the diocesan bishop should not exercise dominium over the 
monks.52

An additional development was to declare that a house, free from episco-
pal oversight, was instead dependent on the pope. Although a few Italian 
houses became papal dependencies in the eighth century, the practice did not 
reach Francia until the mid-ninth century. Perhaps the earliest examples of 
laymen granting monasteries immunity from the local bishop, in favor of 
papal rule, are Vézelay and Pouthières, freed from episcopal oversight when 
they were founded in 858/9 by Bertha, sister of a Carolingian queen, and her 
husband, Girard of Roussillon. Neither house is listed in subsequent royal 
confirmations of the rights of their diocesan bishops, those of Autun and Lan-
gres, so they were clearly considered free from episcopal authority from their 
foundations onward.53
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The mid-ninth-century changes in the meaning of immunity are illus-
trated by the quarrel of the bishopric of Le Mans with St.-Calais. Both episco-
pal representatives and the monks read into the term immunitas a freeing of a 
monastery from the direction and correction of its bishop. The monks brought 
forward immunities from Merovingian kings that promised no royal agents 
would enter the monastery precincts, and immunities from an Arnulfing that 
promised protection, and read them as giving the monastery independence 
from its bishop. Even though the bishop’s agents disagreed with the conclu-
sion, they agreed that that was what immunity could mean and therefore had 
to create royal charters that denied the existence of such an immunity. Charles 
the Bald, however, was not interested in the meaning of immunities. He cut 
through all the contradictory documents to announce that St.-Calais de-
pended solely on the crown. In trying to counter St.-Calais’s charters with 
other charters, the bishopric of Le Mans gave its attention to the wrong 
opponent.

The Le Mans authors were thus trying, ultimately unsuccessfully, to assert 
the supremacy of their bishopric when episcopal authority seemed threatened. 
But their efforts were not unique. A far broader program, intended not just to 
advance the interests of a single see but rather of all bishops, was carried out 
nearly simultaneously by another set of forgers, the creators of the Pseudo-
Isidorian decretals.

The Pseudo-Isidorian Decretals

The Pseudo-Isidorian decretals are a collection of mostly forged papal letters 
and mostly authentic decisions of councils, put together in the middle of the 
ninth century.54 The heart of the corpus is a collection of letters supposedly 
written by the popes of the first four centuries of Christendom, but it includes 
other letters, many authentic, to and from popes down to the first years of the 
seventh century (Gregory I). The Pseudo-Isidorian decretals have long needed 
a new edition.55 They take their name from the attribution in many of the 
manuscripts to one Isidore Mercator, apparently intended to suggest Isidore of 
Seville, who collected the decisions of early church councils during the sev-
enth century. The decretals themselves, the supposed statements by early 
popes, were part of a broader, very ambitious program of compiling and 
forging.

Back in the fifth century, some jurists had begun collecting statements of 
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popes, as well as those of councils as had been done for some time. These were 
used to address important issues of church law. Western bishops had been 
writing at least occasionally to the bishop of Rome since the fourth century to 
get his decision on troublesome matters of governance, and collections of 
these decisions, or decretals, soon became, along with conciliar rulings, the 
basis of canon law.56 By creating papal letters for the first through fourth cen-
turies, the Pseudo-Isidorian forgers not only filled in a gap but also created the 
oldest and thus most authoritative body of papal decisions. The texts were 
valued in the ninth century for their combination of antiquity and clarity on 
the points the forgers wanted to make; a major proportion of all extant 
Pseudo-Isidorian manuscripts were copied within two generations of the 
work’s composition.57

These decretals should be seen as part of the intellectual ferment of the 
Carolingian Renaissance. The forgers, who appear to have had an excellent 
library (or at least an excellent collection of florilegia), combined biblical exe-
gesis with an appreciation of Roman judicial structures to create a new vision 
of hierarchy and legal responsibility.58 They made explicit for the first time the 
position of bishops as at once legal and sacred, representatives of God, the 
“apples” of God’s eye—  to use the language of Zacharias 2:8, their most com-
monly quoted Bible verse. Bishops’ grievances were not merely their own but 
also God’s, for they were his agents. As such, they could not have their offices 
taken from them or even be subject to the rigors of correction without suitable 
process, in particular appeal to the pope.

The Pseudo-Isidorian decretals have received surprisingly little scholarly 
attention within the context of the mid-ninth century, the period in which 
they were written. They have chiefly been studied for their impact in the elev-
enth and twelfth centuries, when they were used to justify ecclesiastical reform 
and the popes’ position at the head of the church hierarchy.59 Every indication 
is that the eleventh-century papacy used the false decretals in good faith, 
though they did not accept them entirely uncritically, and other early decretals 
and pronouncements (some also false) were added to the mix.60 But my con-
cern here is not how the decretals were received two centuries later but how 
and why they were put together originally.

Central to the decretals was the judging of bishops. Five different popes 
(Victor, Zepherinus, Sixtus, Julius, and Felix II) issue virtually identical state-
ments in these decretals: if a bishop is accused by his fellow bishops, he may 
appeal to the Roman pontiff. Not until the pope has judged the bishop guilty 
may other bishops remove him or ordain a replacement. In fact, although the 
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bishops may “examine” the case, they are forbidden to render judgment with-
out consulting the pope, even apparently in the absence of a formal appeal.61

In the ninth century the primary interest of the decretals was not the au-
thority of the papacy per se but rather the position and status of the bishop 
within his own see, so that even his fellow bishops could not judge him too 
readily. When the decretals had Urban I cite the biblical verse “Whatever you 
bind and loose on earth shall be bound and loosed in heaven” (Matt. 16:19), 
the statement explicitly applied not just to Peter or to Peter’s vicar in Rome 
but to all bishops.62 Here the most significant aspect of the decretals was their 
effort to rewrite the history of popes and church councils. It was not enough 
to assert that bishops had a special status within the church’s legal structure. 
Rather, it was considered necessary to create a useful if fictive past, in which 
one of the major papal concerns was to support and protect bishops’ 
positions.

In addition, the decretals contained within them a stout defense of eccle-
siastical property. Learned men of the Carolingian Renaissance knew as well as 
the monks and friars of the twelfth and thirteenth centuries that the New 
Testament had stressed radical poverty and that in the Book of Acts there had 
been no sign of the manors, fields, waterways, vineyards, rents, and serfs that 
not only were owned by every bishopric or monastery but also enumerated in 
every royal privilege. The forgers used a double approach to the property ques-
tion: not only did they justify ecclesiastical property, but they also took the 
opportunity to threaten with “anathema maranata” anyone who dared turn 
church property to other uses.

The fullest justification was attributed to Pope Urban I (222–230).63 In his 
supposed decreta, the pope notes that it had been the custom, since the first 
days of the church, for people to sell all that they had and lay the purchase 
price at the feet of the apostles (Acts 4:34–35). But now, the pope continues, it 
has become clear that much greater “utility” would be served if the property 
itself were given, rather than the money for selling it. Then churchmen could 
live on the revenues of the hereditates et agros that had been given them, a 
continuing source of income, whereas the purchase price would be exhausted 
relatively quickly. Such gifts of property, the forgers have the pope declare, 
shall be called oblationes, offerings, the normal term of course in the ninth 
century.64 The forgers even make a dark suggestion of what may happen if 
property itself (rather than the purchase price for such property) is not given. 
They recall Ananias and Sapphira, who sold their property but offered only 
some of the money to the apostles, “defrauding” them of the rest. Quite 
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appropriately they both fell down dead (Acts 5:1–10). But such risks of divine 
wrath can be avoided if land and other hereditary property are given directly.

The challenge for a church was holding onto what was given. The same 
decreta of Pope Urban stress that the offerings of the faithful are to be used only
for bishops, clerics, and religious brothers, except as these men choose to em-
ploy them for the support of the indigent. Anyone who tries to take such prop-
erty is to be cursed. Other forged papal letters explained why seizing church 
property was so heinous. A decretal letter attributed to Anaclete announces that 
someone who seizes anything belonging to his father or mother is guilty of 
more than just an ordinary sin; he has committed the moral equivalent of ho-
micide. Since God is our father and the church our mother, Anaclete continues, 
anyone who takes church property (pecunias) is guilty of homicide. Pope Lucius 
(253–254) repeats the equation of taking church property with committing ho-
micide, then adds that not only are the perpetrators themselves to be damned 
but so are all their associates.65 The creators of the Pseudo-Isidorian corpus were 
thus erecting a coherent theological justification for church property, along 
with divinely sanctioned punishments for those who violated it.

The Pseudo-Isidorian Decretals and Episcopal Autonomy

The problem with reading the Pseudo-Isidorian decretals backward from the 
Investiture Controversy, as has too often been done, is that they are viewed 
through the lens of Gregory VII’s efforts to assert the plenitude of papal power 
in his quarrels with the emperor. Ninth-century bishops, too, struggled with 
the emperor, but they faced different struggles and a different emperor.

The autonomy that bishops had taken for granted during the Merovingian 
period was seriously threatened by Charlemagne and his successors. Church 
property was frequently appropriated by royal favorites. The kings routinely 
appointed, removed, or reassigned bishops. The chronicler Notker’s character-
ization of the Frankish bishops as weak creatures who needed to be closely 
directed by a Christ-like emperor nicely reflected the imperial attitude, which 
Pseudo-Isidore felt compelled to counter.66 The efforts of the forgers, there-
fore, need to be seen not as a program to create the papal supremacy asserted 
in the eleventh and later centuries. Rather, this was an opportunity for the 
bishops to use the authority of a distant pope, unlikely to interfere in their 
own daily exercise of power, to fight back against their own kings.

Although the requirement that episcopal synods receive papal approval 
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before removing a bishop is the most coherently developed in the false decre-
tals, the starting point was to reject any removal of a bishop from office or any 
seizure of church property, whether done by cleric or layman. In the preface 
the author discusses bishops deprived of their goods and driven from their sees 
because of their “depravity and cupidity.” The first letter in the collection, at-
tributed to Pope Clement, states that bishops are to be “judged or removed” 
by God alone.67 Although the decretals range widely, they keep returning to 
the central issue of the evil of judging bishops as a pretext for exiling them or 
seizing property.

The forgers of the decretals worked within the same tradition that gener-
ated episcopal gesta in the ninth century.68 They had clearly read the Liber 
Pontificalis (LP) closely, for the forged letters attributed to early popes were 
arranged in the same order as the “lives” of those popes in the LP. Every pope 
from Clement at the end of the first century to Miltiades in the early fourth 
century has at least one decretal letter composed for him. Given the complex 
manuscript tradition it is hard to draw definitive conclusions about how the 
forgers organized their material (which they themselves added to and re-
worked), but the early part of the decretals, from Clement to just before the 
time of Sylvester I, forms a coherent unit, letters from early popes followed by 
the Donation of Constantine.69

It is surely significant that this section concludes just short of Sylvester, 
Constantine’s pope. The Donation, forged a century earlier than the decretals, 
exactly served Pseudo-Isidore’s purposes by having Constantine declare the 
church’s leadership superior to any emperor.70 The forgers thus created a tidy 
if false story, in which all of the important questions on church leadership and 
governance were worked out before there even were Christian emperors, by 
popes who were commonly martyred and thus sainted. When Constantine 
becomes emperor, the glorious story of early Christianity comes to a trium-
phant close. Constantine gives his western empire to the pope and leaves, not 
just the city of Rome but also the story.

The Pseudo-Isidorian decretals, therefore, should be seen as a commen-
tary on Constantine in contrast to the “new Constantine.” The Carolingian 
court of course was quick to draw parallels between Charlemagne and the 
fourth-century emperor who first embraced Christianity, who acted in essence 
as the head of the church in calling the great ecumenical council of Nicaea. 
The forgers accepted those parallels. But for them the intrusion of their own 
emperor into ecclesiastical affairs did not redound to his glory, as in Constan-
tine’s case, but rather to the detriment of the church.
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Just as lay founders sought to ensure the continued success of Frankish 
monasteries in the later ninth century by making them dependent on a distant 
pope, so the Pseudo-Isidorian decretals attempted at the same time to 
strengthen bishops’ positions by making them dependent on the pope alone. 
Episcopal power and papal power had to be asserted by reference to the first 
centuries of Christendom in order to counteract the very real imperial power 
operating upon the Frankish church in the ninth century.

Strikingly absent from Pseudo-Isidore are any of the biblical verses used 
in contemporary political theology to draw an equation between a king and 
Christ.71 Although the publicists of the Carolingian court described the Caro-
lingians as the new Hebrew kings, the Pseudo-Isidorian forgers created a story 
with the opposite message: kings were not heads of God’s kingdom on earth, 
were not in any sense closer to God than priests and bishops. Rather, the pope 
(conveniently far from Francia) was the chief representative of God’s author-
ity. Part of the continued success, even after twelve hundred years, of the pub-
licists of the Carolingian court has been the ready assumption that churches 
flourished under Charlemagne. The Pseudo-Isidorian decretals are often seen 
as seeking to re-create a lost Golden Age, once the deaths of Charlemagne and 
Louis the Pious had opened the way for potentes to depose bishops, to alienate 
ecclesiastical property, or to drag churchmen into secular courts.72 But the 
problem as the forgers saw it was not one of regional lords unrestrained by 
strong kings. The problems originated with the kings themselves.

The works of Pseudo-Isidore thus need to be seen as a response to the 
authority of the Carolingian kings over the Frankish bishops. For Notker, this 
authority meant that kings, already halfway to God, should correct erring 
bishops at every turn. Pseudo-Isidore, in contrast, sought to establish a princi-
ple asserted as totally “traditional,” that no regional authority, even a king, 
should judge and discipline bishops. For both, royal authority over bishops 
was a given; the only question was whether it was valid.

It is therefore ironic that within a decade of the composition of the false 
decretals they were quoted in a synod held by Charles the Bald at Quierzy in 
857. In an Admonitio most likely composed by Archbishop Hincmar of Reims, 
the Pseudo-Isidorian decretals of Anaclete, Urban, and Lucius are quoted ver-
batim. There is no discussion here of whether church property needs to be 
justified, no reference to the poverty of the original apostles. Rather, the coun-
cil equates taking church property with homicide, states that those who do so 
will share the fate of Ananias and Sapphira, and damns not only the perpetra-
tors themselves but all their associates.73
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This was the first use of the Pseudo-Isidorian decretals in west Francia to 
argue for the inviolability of church property, but the decretals were not used 
to argue for episcopal independence until over a decade later. Then, around 
870, Bishop Hincmar of Laon asserted his independence from his uncle and 
metropolitan, Hincmar of Reims.74 The elder Hincmar knew the Pseudo-
Isidorian collection well. But he was not impressed with the central tenet that 
bishops could not be judged by other bishops, even their own metropolitans. 
The younger Hincmar had to yield, in spite of all his citations from the false 
decretals. Indeed, bishops were not able to escape judgment by appeal to 
Rome for another two centuries.

The popes, the ultimate authorities according to the forgers, became 
aware of the collection of the supposed decretals of their earliest predecessors 
almost immediately, but the weakness of their position at the time long pre-
vented them from being able to develop Pseudo-Isidorian ideas into a pro-
gram.75 Ironically, then, the elaborate efforts of the forgers had very little 
practical effect in their own period, in spite of their significant later success.

They thus need to be seen, like the forgers of Le Mans, as privileging the 
written word, although not everyone else was ready to agree. But they must 
have assumed that at least some would accept their conclusions. The failure of 
the bishop of Le Mans to prevail against Charles the Bald or of Hincmar of 
Laon to prevail against his uncle should not obscure their belief that even the 
most powerful might be swayed by written texts of supposed antiquity.

Benedictus Levita

A third major set of forgeries were also composed in the ninth century, prob-
ably in the Rhineland in the 840s, by someone calling himself Benedictus
levita, Benedict the deacon.76 Benedictus compiled an astounding collection 
of decretals, hundreds of brief pronouncements on church discipline and 
proper Christian behavior, some real but most false (or at best improved), and 
attributed them to Pippin the Short, Charlemagne, and Louis the Pious.

At first glance this collection might seem to undercut the argument that 
forgeries represented an effort by ninth-century churchmen to challenge the 
authority of the Carolingians, since these decretals were attributed to them. 
But nothing in the collection promoted royal authority, much less the right of 
kings to do with churches as they wished. Rather, Benedictus took as his start-
ing point Pope Zacharias’s letter to Boniface in the 740s on holding a synod, 
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in accord with the mayor of the palace Carloman, and he sought to make his 
whole collection a continuation of that synod. Thus the kings were for him 
not those who made rules for the church but rather helpful agents of popes 
and missionaries in assuring ecclesiastical prosperity.

Significantly, one of his first decretals (1.13) dealt with those who held 
church property verbo domni regis. Charlemagne himself had issued capitu-
laries concerning church property granted to laymen “at the king’s command” 
(see Chapter 8), but here Benedictus turned the meaning of that phrase on its 
head. Instead of giving church property to his followers as a reward, the king 
of his decretals gave it to them specifically so that they might improve it 
(emendare debeant). In addition, they were to distribute any tithes or other 
church income they received with a generous hand—  and not keep the income 
for themselves. If they did not do so, they would lose the property.

In addition, Benedictus sought to make it harder to judge priests and 
bishops. While he did not go as far as the Pseudo-Isidorian decretals did only 
a few years later, he determinedly rejected the possibility that churchmen 
should be judged by laymen. In a group of several decretals (1.390–93), he 
began by having the king announce that no one could bring an accusation 
against a bishop or priest before publicos iudices. Even in an ecclesiastical court, 
no judgment could be made unless both the accuser and the accused were 
present. Benedictus’s king also states that his synodal decree only repeats the 
“Roman and apostolic” statute that anyone who accused an ecclesiastic would 
first have his own faith and way of life closely examined. These decretals were 
artfully created in order to make it very difficult to judge ecclesiastics, espe-
cially for laymen to do so.

For the most part, however, Benedictus was not concerned with the rela-
tions of kings and churches. Most of his decretals concern issues such as 
proper baptism, avoiding incest, honoring one’s parents, and the like. These 
were concerns of ninth-century bishops and priests, and according to Bene-
dictus they were the proper concerns of kings as well. He used his forgeries to 
define the role that the Carolingian kings should adopt: to be the attentive 
supporters of churchmen. While Pseudo-Isidore and the Le Mans forgers 
made early, pre-Carolingian kings and emperors their focus, Benedictus was 
ready to put Charlemagne and his family at the center of his story. But his 
Carolingians did not threaten ecclesiastical property and independence. He 
idealized them by taming them. He created a series of forged decretals that 
showed the way they ought to interact with churches by suggesting that they 
had always done so.
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The Failure of Forgery

The great mid-ninth-century forgeries were an effort at reworking memory at 
a time when the written word carried its own force, at least in the minds of 
some. In spite of the power of antiquity and of writing, the creators of the Le 
Mans forgeries and the Pseudo-Isidorian decretals were not as successful in 
their own time as they would have hoped, because their audience was not 
nearly as credulous as they would have liked.77 Benedictus levita, whose forg-
eries were not as radical, received only a small amount of attention.

The forgers wanted a charter to be the final arbiter: something in writing 
could not be ignored. But truth and falsehood were not so simple to others, 
and the central premise of the Le Mans forgers, that not even a king could 
overthrow the decisions of earlier kings, failed to gain acceptance. After all, 
Charles the Bald rejected the carefully created Le Mans documents not be-
cause they failed to follow correct protocols but because he disagreed with 
their conclusions.

A case from a generation later, this time involving the pope, suggests the 
uneasiness the authorities felt when confronted with something that might 
have been a forgery and also indicates one way of dealing with it. Pope John 
VIII was presented in 878 with a charter purporting to be from the recently 
deceased Charles the Bald, saying that the monastery of St.-Denis was subject 
only to the pope.78 Hincmar of Reims, from whom our information comes, 
believed—  and suggested most believed—  that it had been created by Bishops 
Frotgar of Bourges and Adalgar of Autun, in an effort to get the monastery 
away from Abbot Gauzlin. It would have been easy enough for them to con-
fect such a charter in Charles the Bald’s name; Adalgar had previously been 
royal chancellor.79

Even though the pope would have benefited from this grant of authority, 
he seems to have had doubts. He resolved these doubts by telling Louis II, 
Charles’s son, that he should confirm the charter, thus making the original 
document’s authenticity irrelevant by having St.-Denis’s immunity granted by 
the current king. However, Louis had his own doubts—  or did not want to 
take St.-Denis away from Gauzlin—  because he never confirmed the charter 
and, according to Hincmar, nothing ever came of the affair. This was a dis-
tinctly different view of the power of the written word than the forgers’: an 
assertion that a document obtained its value only when reconfirmed by a liv-
ing authority. It was an effective way of dealing with possible forgery because 
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it avoided having to accept as true a dubious charter without actually proving 
its falsity. But it meant that the iconic value of the written word did not per-
suade all.

Some of the early Middle Ages’ most ambitious efforts at creating a useful past 
by outright forgery took place in western Francia in the middle of the ninth 
century. Both the Le Mans authors and the creators of the Pseudo-Isidorian 
decretals used the authority of past popes and kings, as embodied in the writ-
ten word, to counter the very real and present power of the Carolingian kings. 
Benedictus levita countered Carolingian power instead by making the kings 
themselves announce their support for episcopal programs and renounce their 
ability to judge churchmen. All artfully combined authentic (or only slightly 
reworked) documents with outright fabrications, so that the past they sought 
to create had at least some resemblance to the real past.

The popes had little effective authority in Francia in the ninth century, 
and the Merovingians were long gone, which of course made them more mal-
leable for the forgers. The (partially created) memory of the Merovingians as 
more supportive of Frankish churches than the Carolingians doubtless en-
couraged the forgers of Le Mans to hope that their creations would seem 
plausible. All three sets of forgeries, however, had at best a mixed success in 
their own period.

In the eleventh century, however, the Pseudo-Isidorian decretals experi-
enced a rapid and widespread acceptance. As the papacy rose, rather abruptly, 
to prominence, it found that a useful past had already been created, a useful 
past in which bishops were already assigned their place in a hierarchy that had 
the popes at the top. There was no need for additional forgeries or delicate 
reworkings; an apparent thousand-year-old tradition already existed, offering 
just what the eleventh-century popes needed. The forgers’ greatest triumph 
thus took place in a context they could not have imagined.
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Remembering the Carolingians

Everyone knows that the Carolingian age was a glorious turning point.1 The 
reason we all know this is because certain writers of the late eighth and ninth 
centuries went out of their way to tell us so. In recent years, however, scholars 
have begun to see Einhard and his contemporaries not just as simple reporters 
but as publicists for the Carolingian dynasty.2 It is not surprising that mem-
bers of court wanted to remember a divinely constituted emperor, who was 
always successful, both morally and politically. But their accounts need to be 
seen as more than transparent recitations of events, instead as deliberate efforts 
to control how the Carolingians would be remembered.

In this chapter, I shall discuss the models used at the time to construct the 
memory of Charlemagne and his family, the image promulgated of them as 
religious and just rulers, as representing both Roman and Germanic tradi-
tions, culminating in the creation of an appropriate dynastic history. The pub-
licists’ program to make the Carolingians into glorious kings, far better than 
their decadent predecessors, was extremely successful, not only in the ninth 
century but ever since, as witnessed by the chansons de geste of the twelfth 
century.3 My purpose here is not to denigrate the lineage’s quite real achieve-
ments, but rather to discuss the ways those achievements were meant to be 
remembered, while the shades of their predecessors still lingered in Frankish 
lands.

Charlemagne as Christian Leader

One of the most laudatory descriptions of Charlemagne was the poem 
“Karolus magnus et Leo papa,” probably written by a member of the palace 



88 Chapter 6

school on the eve of Charlemagne’s imperial coronation.4 This poem manages 
to combine every possible image of holiness and strong government. Charle-
magne is victorious in battle, more just and powerful than any other king, 
strong and wise and yet modest. He is associated with the pope, though in a 
way to suggest his superiority even to the heir of Peter—  for the pope needed 
his help against evil enemies. He is a new David. He is associated with both 
classical Rome and the heroes of Troy by frequent phrases borrowed from the 
Aeneid. He is explicitly called the Father of Europe. He is made Christ-like by 
raising up the humble and ensuring that the last be first. His name, Carolus, 
is given the etymological root of “dear light,” carus lux (lines 55–56).

The theme of Charlemagne as Christian leader, as proclaimed by the 
poem’s author, was picked up by other writers—  and indeed seems to have 
been taken seriously by the Carolingians themselves.5 A specific liturgy was 
developed of masses for the kings and prayers for their success. Both Charle-
magne and his successors patronized artists, scribes, and scholars as part of an 
effort to promote the correct Christian faith.6 The kings had a special, sacred 
role because they were assumed (at least by their publicists) to have been cho-
sen by God.7 In the preface to Charlemagne’s “Admonitio generalis” of 789, he 
spelled out the key issue for a ruler: his people needed to be brought closer to 
God for his rule to be successful. Charlemagne thus found it appropriate to 
assemble a church council in which he issued directives both to his people as 
a whole and to the “shepherds” who were supposed to lead their flocks, “lest 
the wolf devour them.”8 It is surely significant that although the Merovingians 
had never labeled themselves kings “by the grace of God,” Pippin the Short 
assumed this title, beginning in the 760s, and of course it was continually used 
by Charlemagne.9 The king believed he needed to remind the leaders of the 
church of their duties, and he assured their morality.

There had long existed a special relationship between the Arnulfings and 
the popes. The so-called Codex Carolinus, composed in 791 at Charlemagne’s 
orders, was a collection of letters from popes to Charles Martel, Pippin the 
Short, and Charlemagne himself over the course of three-quarters of a cen-
tury.10 The papyrus originals were carefully copied, with rubrics indicating 
their contents, a decade before the imperial coronation of 800. This Codex
indicates that Charlemagne found in his connection to the papacy a support 
and justification for the inherent religiosity of his reign.

And yet on occasion Charlemagne sought to be “more Catholic than the 
pope.” An intriguing example is the Libri Carolini, treatises on proper Chris-
tian doctrine, drawn up at the Frankish court at royal initiative. They were 
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written in response to the (misunderstood) Byzantine position on images in 
the 787 Council of Nicaea.11 The Greek church had sent their synodal decrees 
to the West, and Charlemagne distrusted the papacy’s efforts to answer cor-
rectly. Rather, he had the theologians of his own court, notably Theodulf and 
Alcuin, assemble in response a full statement of true Christian faith. The Libri 
Carolini did not receive nearly the wide circulation Charlemagne intended—
the pope himself ignored the report, if he saw it at all.12 But what is significant 
is that Charlemagne believed that, as anointed king, he had a personal respon-
sibility to promulgate the Christian faith, and that by exercising this responsi-
bility he was also able to demonstrate how entirely appropriate it was that he 
be king of the Franks.13

Once Charlemagne was crowned emperor by the pope, of course, he re-
ceived full Christian legitimation by the successor to Peter, the Rock on whom 
the Church was based. But the “Admonitio generalis,” the Codex Carolinus,
and the Libri Carolini all predated his coronation, as did the extremely lauda-
tory “Karolus magnus et Leo papa.” His semisacral status, all these works sug-
gest, proceeded naturally from his own position and family. He was very 
sensitive to the possibility that he enjoyed divine favor only at the pleasure of 
the Roman pontiff, a danger even before 800, as his father’s accession to the 
throne was at least partly due to papal intervention. Therefore, even being 
good Christians was not sufficient, and the Carolingians were described in 
addition as the new Romans, the new Franks, or the new Hebrews.

Romans, Franks, Hebrews, and the Law

When the Carolingians and their publicists identified them as Rome reborn, 
the model was the Rome of antiquity, not the Rome of their own day.14 They 
took it for granted that this Rome was Christian rather than assuming, as had 
earlier writers, that Rome was to be equated with persecution of Christians.15

“Rome” could be a problematic concept in the ninth century, in that it could 
either mean Christian emperors triumphing over all foes or else popes grant-
ing authority to their subordinates, the emperors. The Carolingians avoided 
much of the problem by creating connections to the great Christian leaders of 
late imperial Rome, especially Constantine and Theodosius I. The earliest, 
pagan emperors were irrelevant compared to Constantine and his successors, 
who took seriously their Christian duty to lead their people to God.

The identification with Rome at its height can be found, it has been 
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argued, in Charlemagne’s efforts to rule all of the old western Empire,16 but it 
was expressed especially through art and architecture. Indeed, Roman-inspired 
art was so ubiquitous that it dominates modern discussions of the “Carolin-
gian Renaissance.”17 The church at Aachen was inspired by imperial churches 
in Benevento and Ravenna, and Aachen’s great hall, around which all business 
and politics revolved, was modeled on Constantine’s palace at Trier. In spite of 
some uneasiness about the Byzantines, whose long-held title of “Roman em-
peror” Charlemagne took in 800, Carolingian art is also full of borrowings 
from Byzantium, the “new Rome.”18 Within a decade or so of his imperial 
coronation, Charlemagne began issuing coins modeled on imperial coins of 
antiquity, a style that persisted through the reign of Louis the Pious and be-
came a symbolic assertion of their position. Louis himself adopted an 
H-shaped monogram similar to that used by earlier Byzantine emperors.19

Both Charlemagne and Louis the Pious chose for their tombs pieces of old, 
reused Roman marble.20 They thus were able to assert even from beyond the 
grave that their imperial authority was the same imperial authority of half a 
millennium earlier.

One of the most striking examples of art equating the Carolingians with 
the ancient Roman emperors must have been the wall paintings at the palace 
at Ingelheim. The paintings themselves have long since disappeared, but a 
description survives in poems written for Louis the Pious by Ermoldus Nigel-
lus. In his description, the wall paintings connect the Carolingian line and the 
Caesars of antiquity, without intervening popes or Merovingians. There is no 
gap between depictions of the accomplishments of Julius Caesar, Constantine, 
and Theodosius, and those of Charles Martel, Pippin the Short, and Charle-
magne. “The acts of the Caesars are joined (iunguntur) to the deeds of the 
Franks,” Ermoldus said.21 But the Ingelheim paintings did not merely show 
imperial deeds, for according to Ermoldus they began in the chapel with the 
story of Adam and Eve and proceeded through the events of the Old and New 
Testaments, before continuing in the royal chambers with depictions of the 
great rulers of antiquity. Thus the iconography of one of the greatest Carolin-
gian palaces made the family’s rise part of both the Christian story of sin and 
redemption and the history of ancient emperors.22

Of course the Merovingian kings had also sought to become Romans. In 
many ways Clovis’s gens had a more plausible claim to being Roman, since 
there was no temporal gap requiring finessing. But the Carolingian court quite 
deliberately forgot this. In part, the Carolingian effort to tie themselves to 
Rome was an effort to efface the memory of the previous dynasty. Even the 
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Gallican liturgy used in the churches of Francia was to be replaced by the 
Roman liturgy.23 If a straight line led from the Caesars to Charlemagne, then 
the first race of Frankish kings became nothing more than an unproductive 
detour.

More difficult to overlook was the possibility that being Roman meant 
being subject to the Roman pontiff. Thus the Carolingians sought alternate 
models. One would expect that their Frankish ancestry would be stressed; 
after all, Charlemagne’s family were Franks. But there were problems with so 
defining themselves. For both Gregory of Tours and Fredegar, the Franks had 
been those who were led by the Merovingians. Perhaps as a result, during 
Charlemagne’s lifetime there were few efforts to connect his line with the 
Franks. Even his mustache, though based on Germanic rather than Roman 
models, was most likely meant to evoke Theoderic, the Visigothic conqueror 
of Rome.24

The Carolingians’ Frankish heritage only began to be asserted after Char-
lemagne’s death, when Einhard became one of the most fervent spokesmen for 
the idea of Charlemagne as embodying Frankishness, even if for him the Car-
olingians were Franks redeemed, Franks who had shaken off any taint of the 
fainéant. The emperor’s conquest of the Saxons and of the many other people 
against whom he waged war was not merely a military victory for Einhard; it 
was a Frankish victory. He said that the regnum Francorum was doubled in size 
by the emperor’s victories. The Saxons, he added, finally “gave up the worship 
of demons and the other ceremonies of their fathers, and adopted the sacra-
ments of the Christian faith and religion, and were joined to the Franks, so 
that they became one people.”25 The conquered people were thus not merely 
conquered; they became Franks. Indeed, for Einhard being a Frank and being 
a Christian were essentially synonymous.

But in order to glorify the Carolingians as Franks Einhard had to redefine 
the Merovingians as non-Frankish. The gens Meroingorum with which Ein-
hard’s “Life” of Charlemagne begins is both a term for a coherent patriarchal 
family, of the sort that the Carolingian court had to use as an uncomfortable 
model in order to create their own gens, and also a term for a nation or people. 
If the kings before Pippin the Short were not truly Frankish but of some dif-
ferent race, then the Carolingians could be Franks with impunity. Here it is 
surely significant that Einhard never called Childeric III (the only Merovingian 
king who merited a name) a Frank. Rather, Einhard said that “the Franks were 
accustomed to make men from the Merovingian race their kings.”26 This kind 
of delicate distancing made the Merovingians not the essence of Frankishness, 
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as they had been for Gregory of Tours, but rather some foreign outsiders, 
whom the Franks needed to depose before sensibly beginning to choose their 
kings from among their own numbers.

Charlemagne of course had to be elected by the Franks, as Einhard made 
clear he was, but he also had to be a Frank.27 Thus Einhard spoke of the Frank-
ish people (Franci) twice choosing him as their king, once after the death of 
Pippin the Short, again after the death of his brother Carloman. Einhard also 
added that, like all Franks, Charlemagne loved riding and hunting, and he 
preferred to dress in “the costume of his Frankish forebears.”28 The suggestion 
was strong that not only had the Carolingians replaced the Merovingians as 
kings of the Franks, but for the first time the Franks were ruled by someone 
truly their own.

In the decades after Einhard, the royal family continued to be character-
ized as Frankish. The so-called Astronomer, writing a “Life” of Louis the Pious 
some time after 840, simply assumed the natural superiority of Franks. Char-
lemagne, he said, appointed Franks as his vassi in Aquitaine because their 
“wisdom and strength” could not be overcome with “cunning or force.”29

Once the fundamental Frankishness of the Carolingians had been asserted, 
moreover, there was a deliberate effort to re-create Carolingian imagery as a 
combination of Roman and Frankish elements.

This synthesis is evident in the portrait of Charles the Bald in the lavish 
so-called Vivien Bible, created for Charles at Tours.30 Charles sits enthroned, 
wearing Roman garb, every bit the Roman emperor. A divine hand emerges at 
the top, showing that this emperor was favored by God. Poems accompany 
this portrait, equating Charles with King David and calling him a source of 
justice and a patron of the church, in case anyone missed the point.31 On one 
side stands a man dressed as a Roman soldier, holding a sheathed sword, ready 
to hand to the emperor. On the other side stands a shield-bearer similarly at-
tired, holding a long lance and a shield, also ready for the emperor to take up 
arms.32

Although this image has often been analyzed, one crucial point has been 
overlooked: although the emperor’s garments and posture are Roman, as are 
those of his weapons-bearers, the arms themselves are Frankish. The sword is 
a Frankish long-sword, not a short Roman gladius; if hung at the belt it would 
reach to the heel of the man holding it—  a bearded man, not a boy. The shield 
is of the round medieval type, not the rectangular shield of the legions. The 
long lance depicted had become an important weapon in the previous several 
centuries, but it had not been carried by the Romans. In such a carefully 
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constructed image, this cannot have been a simple slip by the artist, who 
would have known perfectly well that he was depicting Frankish weaponry.33

Rather, he deliberately depicted weapons considered symbolic of Frankish 
royal rule.

Gregory of Tours had had King Guntram place a lance (hasta) like that in 
the Vivien Bible in the hand of his nephew Childeric, specifically to indicate 
that he intended to make Childeric his heir.34 The same equation between 
weaponry and rule was made by the Carolingians. When Charlemagne made 
his young son Louis the Pious ruler of Aquitaine, he indicated the boy’s status 
by giving him weapons “suitable for his age” and setting him on a horse, even 
though he was less than five years old.35 The iconography of the Vivien Bible 
therefore can best be seen as a deliberate effort to make Charlemagne’s grand-
son both Roman and Frankish.

But even this was not enough. In addition, efforts were made to identify 
the Carolingians as the “New Israel,” beginning when Charlemagne first be-
came king and intensifying after his imperial coronation.36 The ancient He-
brew kings provided a religious precedent not based on any connection to the 
papacy. The kings of Israel had stood halfway between their people and God, 
without needing the mediation of priests. It is surely no accident that another 
Bible done for Charles the Bald uses a portrait of Charles to represent Solo-
mon.37 As the new David and Solomon, Charlemagne and his heirs could as-
sert a similar position: one that required great responsibility, certainly, but one 
in which no one stood between them and God. Pippin the Short had not only 
assumed authority, he had been anointed as king, as the Hebrew kings had 
been anointed—  and the Merovingians had not.38

Central both to the Carolingians’ sense of themselves as Christian leaders 
and to their attempts to emulate the ancient Israelite kings was a focus on law 
and justice: the establishment of written laws, the insistence that judges rule 
on the basis of those laws and not on the basis of gifts they had received, and 
the regular use of missi to check that justice was being carried out properly 
everywhere. As the preface to Charlemagne’s “Admonitio generalis” spelled 
out, he was like King Joshua of the Old Testament, with a “kingdom given to 
him by God,” and therefore had a charge to exercise justice within that 
kingdom.39

In spite of the long scholarly tendency to see Louis the Pious as a far less 
effective ruler than his father, scholars have recently argued that he, too, 
through his councils and his interactions with both lay and ecclesiastical lead-
ers, advanced a strong and practical form of administration.40 Here it should 
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be stressed that judicial authority legitimizes: he who dispenses justice is con-
nected with a sense of right and what ought to be that goes far beyond per-
sonal rule. Both the Carolingians’ self-proclaimed status as the new kings of 
Israel and their very practical interest in promulgating laws and enacting good 
judicial procedures served to justify their position.

All of the models adopted by the Carolingian court for the kings under-
scored that they and they alone deserved to rule. Because Charlemagne’s an-
cestors had been Frankish aristocrats rather than kings, both Pippin the Short 
and Charlemagne were in a potentially perilous position: if one family could 
mount the throne, defining the previous dynasty as unworthy, then any might. 
To counter this idea an effort was consciously made to create a consensus, an 
agreement among the most powerful, the proceres and viri inlustri, that while 
it was natural that the Carolingians be kings, the same reasoning could not be 
applied to others.41 This “consensus,” of course, was created in part by simple 
force. Pippin and especially Charlemagne ruthlessly pursued anyone who tried 
to contest their rule. It is surely significant that the territory they sought forc-
ibly to conquer was identical with the old Merovingian regnum.42 But force 
alone is a very difficult way to establish or maintain authority.

The consensus that the Carolingians were and ought to be kings of the 
Franks was built on many elements, as scholars have long recognized, includ-
ing missi who reported directly to the king, a network of sworn fidelity, the 
careful distribution and redistribution of counties, and even the support of 
newly established lineages (Reichsaristokratie) who would be faithful from the 
beginning. Theoretical discussions at the time of the nature of good kingship, 
especially its sacral nature, always suggested that the aristocracy would natu-
rally follow such kings.43

The complex imagery of the Vivien Bible is symptomatic of the multiple 
models the Carolingian dynasty used to define themselves. They were excel-
lent Christian rulers, emperors dispensing regular justice like Roman emper-
ors of old, Hebrew kings mediating between their people and God, and 
Franks, with all that people’s sturdy virtues. The very diversity of models with 
which they simultaneously associated themselves suggests that the Carolin-
gians had some doubts about their position and sought to identify themselves 
with multiple sources of authority.44

But one should not stop at seeing this search for justification as a sign of 
unease. The synthesis of these multiple models was also a source of strength for 
Charlemagne and his descendants. If there were doubts about his dynasty’s 
legitimacy, then the best way to prove decisively that his line deserved to be 
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kings and emperors was to demonstrate their excellence: as war leaders, as 
givers of justice, as supporters of Christian doctrine. It is not enough to say 
that the king corresponds to one or another admirable model—  the king must 
then live up to it. The indubitable achievements of the Carolingians may in 
fact have been driven in part by their efforts to prove they were not usurpers. 
In seeking to demonstrate that they deserved to rule the Franks, they pursued 
both religion and justice to create an account of themselves that ceased to re-
quire such proof.

The Deposition of the Merovingians

One of the ways that Carolingian publicists could underline their kings’ 
Christian and legal authority was by pointing to the papal approval and sacred 
anointing of both Pippin the Short and Charlemagne, ceremonies that had no 
Merovingian precedent.45 But it was the audacity of replacing King Childeric 
III in 751, after three centuries of Merovingian kings of the Franks, that made 
Pippin the Short turn to the pope for legitimation. This is a topic that has 
been worked over so thoroughly that it has become an obvious truism, invisi-
ble by nature of its very obviousness.46 Indeed, scholars may have overlooked 
the radical nature of the transfer of royal authority because the eighth- and 
ninth-century authors themselves strove to downplay its significance.

The earliest source to mention Pippin’s accession is the continuation of 
the Chronica of Fredegar, sponsored by Pippin’s uncle Hildebrand and perhaps 
written within a year or two of the events.47 Strikingly, the rather laconic ac-
count does not note that a Merovingian king first had to be deposed before 
Pippin became king. The text says simply that Pippin, with the praecepta of 
the apostolic see and the electio of all the Franks, became king and was conse-
crated by the bishops. The author commented that all was done according to 
“ancient tradition,” ut antiquitus ordo deposcit, but Pippin was not following 
any time-honored ritual. He was not the first Frankish king to be elected, but 
he was the first to be consecrated and the first to receive praecepta from the 
pope on his accession to the throne. He was breaking entirely new ground.48

The next source to discuss Pippin’s accession in any detail is the “Clausula 
de Pippino,” a short text once thought to be a ninth-century creation but now 
accepted as composed at St.-Denis in 767, at the end of Pippin’s life.49 The 
“Clausula,” like Fredegar’s continuation, describes Pippin’s accession in 751 as 
having three separate sources of legitimacy: it took place at the orders (per 
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auctoritatem et imperium) of Pope Zacharias, with the consecration (unctio sancti 
chrismatis) of the bishops of Gaul, and by the election (electio) of the Franks. The 
“Clausula,” like Fredegar’s continuators, is silent on the last Merovingian.

The only eighth-century source even to note that a king first had to be 
removed before Pippin’s coronation could take place was written some forty 
years after the event. The Annales regni Francorum have Pippin’s representa-
tives ask Pope Zacharias obliquely whether it was good that the Frankish king 
not have royal power and receive the answer that he who exercises power 
ought to be called king. Childeric III is then tonsured and put in a monas-
tery.50 It is worth noting here that any letter Pope Zacharias might have sent 
Pippin was not copied into the Carolingians’ collection of papal letters, even 
though both earlier and later letters are found there—  none, however, men-
tioning any deposition.51

Although the account in the Annales regni Francorum of Pippin’s question 
to Zacharias is usually read through the lens of Einhard’s account of rois 
fainéants, it does not actually say that Childeric was incapable of exercising 
potestas, only that he did not have it. In this account the pope is given all the 
responsibility for Childeric’s deposition. Paul the Deacon, who wrote a few 
years before the Annales regni Francorum were composed, and the annalist of 
Metz, writing a generation later, both skip over Childeric’s deposition entirely.

Einhard’s account is thus only the second even to note that another king 
had to be deposed before Pippin himself could become king. First Einhard 
declares that the Merovingian line of kings was ended “by the order” (jussu) of 
the pope. Next he comments that Childeric III, the last Merovingian king, 
was “deposed” (deponebatur), using the passive tense to avoid discussing who 
did the deposing—  in essence structuring the entire series of events as a prod-
uct of papal initiative. Then he finishes by saying that Pippin became king “by 
the authority of the Roman pontiff.”52 Given Einhard’s loquaciousness on 
other topics, especially the ridiculousness of the last Merovingians, it is sur-
prising that he does not have more to say on this all-important accession of the 
first Carolingian king in 751, and especially nothing on Pippin’s own initiative. 
It is of course possible that Childeric was not in fact deposed but simply died, 
and that the story of his deposition was a later concoction, to explain why 
Pippin did not search for another Merovingian to replace him.53

The popes of course needed the Carolingians. They recognized that they 
could not expect assistance from the emperors in distant Constantinople; at 
this time they even abandoned the long practice of dating their documents by 
the Byzantine emperor.54 But the papacy discerned a potential ally in the 
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vigorous new Frankish lineage. Already, some dozen years before Pippin be-
came king, Pope Gregory III had sent costly gifts to Charles Martel and told 
him, according to the continuators to Fredegar’s Chronica, that he was ready 
to leave the party of the emperor and join with “Prince” Charles.55 Nothing 
came of this overture, but the papacy clearly realized its best potential defense 
lay in the Arnulfing line.

The importance of the papacy is indicated by an event three years after the 
coronation of 751—  even if the popes may have actually played no role in end-
ing the Merovingian line. Pippin found it desirable in 754 to be anointed 
again, this time by Pope Stephen II rather than by his bishops, on the same 
day as the pope consecrated the church of St.-Denis, where Pippin’s advisor 
Fulrad was lay abbot. The events are known from the contemporary Liber 
Pontificalis and the “Clausula de Pippino” as well as from the Annales regni 
Francorum of a generation later.56 Pippin’s sons, Charles and Carloman, were 
consecrated with him, as was his wife, Bertrada.57 The significance of this 
papal consecration is underlined by Einhard’s identification of the pope who 
ordered the deposition of the last Merovingian as Stephen, the name of the 
pope who blessed Pippin with his wife and sons in 754, rather than Zacharias, 
the pope who reigned in 751.58

The accession of Pippin to the throne was thus accompanied by an en-
tirely novel and complex series of acts and rituals. It required not just the usual 
election but also consecration with a chrism,59 reflecting Old Testament mod-
els and probably also the baptism of Clovis with holy oil. It also required the 
pope’s approval to put someone on the throne who was not of the Merovingian 
line. Maintaining him there was shaky enough that it required, three years 
after Pippin’s initial coronation, the personal appearance of the pope in Fran-
cia to anoint not just Pippin but also his wife and sons at a ceremony that also 
included the consecration of the church dedicated to the first apostle to Gaul. 
Everything that ritual could do was done to equate Pippin’s family with the 
leadership and continued well-being of the Franks. That such ritual was con-
sidered necessary indicates how fragile that equation must have been.

When Pippin the Short succeeded the last Merovingian, he did not merely 
replace one king with another. He replaced an entire lineage with another, 
which therefore had to be defined and confirmed as appropriate kings. The 
“Clausula” adds a rather startling detail: Pope Stephen II ordered, under pain of 
excommunication, that “no one in the future should ever elect as king someone 
issued from any other loins” (numquam de alterius lumbis regem in aevo presu-
mant eligere). No one, whether some offshoot of the Merovingians or perhaps 
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of another family that had seized power as the Arnulfings had, could replace 
Pippin and his descendants.60 The pope thus made it explicit that not only the 
new king partook in consecrated kingship but also the wife who had borne the 
fruit of his “loins” and the sons who had issued from those loins.

The participation of the entire family in the papal blessing is also sug-
gested in a 757 letter from the pope, preserved in the Codex Carolinus. The 
pope acknowledged the novelty of the Arnulfings as kings but did not even 
allude to the Merovingians. In this letter Stephen II said to Pippin, “May 
you be blessed, my esteemed son . . .  and your beloved offspring, my spiri-
tual sons, Lords Charles and Carloman, established by God as kings of the 
Franks and patricians of the Romans, with their most Christian mother, the 
most excellent queen, your dearest wife . . .  and may God expand your seed 
(semen) and bless it.”61 The biblical parallels with the seed of Abraham were 
unmistakable.

Twenty years later, another papal letter, also preserved in the Codex Caro-
linus, spoke of Charlemagne bringing his newborn son (Carloman, soon re-
named Pippin) to Rome so that the pope could personally baptize him.62

According to the so-called Astronomer’s “Life” of Louis the Pious, Louis was 
also taken to Rome around the same time—  already baptized but still young 
enough to be wearing his baby clothes—  so that Pope Hadrian I could bless 
him, “with the benediction appropriate to one destined to reign,” and crown 
him with a diadem.63 Even for the popes, much less the Carolingians them-
selves, Pippin’s sons had been established as kings along with their father; the 
mother who bore them took part in the divine blessing; and the papal blessing 
was to be extended to the next generation. Kingship was a family affair.

It is indicative of the importance of establishing the Carolingians as the 
only rightful family to rule Francia that, some seventy years after the events of 
751, court publicists still found it necessary to disparage the previous royal 
lineage. Doubts about Carolingian legitimacy could be assuaged only by rais-
ing even more serious questions about their predecessors. The strident insis-
tence by Einhard and his contemporaries that the Merovingians needed to be 
put aside (one might almost say “put down”) as a kindness, both to themselves 
and to the Frankish kingdom, suggests that not everyone agreed with them. 
Even while Louis the Pious represented the third generation of Carolingian 
kings on the throne, there were deliberate efforts to reshape the memory of the 
Merovingians—  to make them a lineage best forgotten. Writing the 
Merovingians out of history gave contemporaries a reason to be glad that a 
new lineage had replaced them. The glory of the Carolingians, as constructed 
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in the decades surrounding the year 800, was built at least in part on the rejec-
tion of their predecessors.

Forgetting the Merovingians

The Merovingian kings were remembered in their own time as active, exciting, 
dangerous, and solid Christians who supported the rise of monasticism. In the 
ninth century, however, they came to be remembered as incompetents who 
desperately needed to be replaced, for the good of both church and state. This 
memory proved so compelling that it became the standard image of the kings 
for the next twelve hundred years.64 Here I shall reexamine the picture created 
around the year 800 of Merovingian degeneracy, which then became a post 
facto argument for the accession of Pippin the Short.

Einhard’s “Life of Charlemagne” tells a compelling story of how entirely 
appropriate it was that Charlemagne’s father become king, rather than some-
one from the decrepit Merovingian line. These were weakling kings, Einhard 
tells us, incapable of riding a horse and therefore having to be driven around 
in an ox-cart like peasants,65 parroting whatever the powers behind the throne 
told them to say because they were too feeble-minded to be trusted to come 
up with anything themselves. They only remained on the throne as long as 
they did due to the good-hearted attentions of their Arnulfing mayors of the 
palace: “The kings, happy just to have the title of king, had nothing else left to 
them by the mayors of the palace than being allowed to sit on the throne and 
give the impression of authority with their long hair and dangling beards.”66

These are strong words. Other contemporary sources are also generally read 
as reinforcing the picture of Merovingian kings drinking themselves into early 
graves, when they were not promiscuously procreating or trying to kill each 
other in pointless vendettas. The vitae of Merovingian-era saints that were writ-
ten in the Carolingian era all stress that these saints were surrounded by hordes 
of pagans—  in marked contrast to those vitae written in the seventh and eighth 
centuries, which assumed a Christian milieu. Ninth-century vitae thus created a 
picture of an irreligious Merovingian-era society.67 The Annals of Metz, com-
posed shortly after Charlemagne became emperor, give a clear date to the tri-
umph of the Arnulfings over their weakling predecessors: the battle of Tertry in 
687. According to the Annals, with this victory Pippin of Herstal (Charlem-
agne’s great-grandfather) was able to correct the “depravity” that had grown up 
at court as a result of the “cupidity” and “iniquity” of the kings.68
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Thus in the early ninth century a conscious effort was made to create a 
new justification for removing a king from office: not cruelty or gross injus-
tice but incompetence. Rulers had always been overthrown with the justifica-
tion that they were fearsome tyrants; in contrast, the Merovingians, according 
to Einhard and his contemporaries, had to be removed because they had be-
come ridiculous.69 Einhard was doing more than noting that the mayors of 
the palace in the early eighth century kept a firm hand on the kings they put 
on the throne; he was saying that given the kings’ debility, the mayors had no 
choice.70

Until recently scholars tended to accept this conclusion uncritically,71 in-
deed often assuming in addition that the kings were illiterate and half pagan. 
But the image of the Merovingians promulgated since the year 800 should 
rather be seen as the product of a deliberate effort to make it seem evident and 
logical that the Carolingians should replace them.72 To scholars twelve hun-
dred years later the Carolingians may scarcely appear to need legitimation. 
They are now remembered as saving western Christendom from Islam, be-
coming the true successors to the Roman emperors of antiquity, and uniting 
continental Europe in a manner that might be considered, by not too big a 
stretch, as the model for the European Union.73 But their very real achieve-
ments were seen at the time as requiring additional validation, and thus they 
constructed memories of the preceding dynasty.74

The Merovingians, of course, have always had a bad press. Much of what 
we know of the dynasty’s first hundred years comes to us through the eyes of the 
sixth-century historian Gregory of Tours, who was not much more of a flack for 
the descendants of the sea serpent than was Einhard over two hundred years 
later. Clovis was undoubtedly the hero of his story, but a deeply flawed hero, 
and Gregory could not resist being ironic in describing him as, for example, 
loudly and bitterly bemoaning his shortage of relatives, in the hopes of luring 
some residual relatives out into the open where he could kill them.75 With such 
a progenitor, it is not surprising that Clovis’s sons and grandsons are described 
as cruel, cunning, and absolutely ruthless throughout the rest of the Historia.

It is, however, striking that Gregory’s Merovingians and Einhard’s 
Merovingians do not match. The active and bloodthirsty kings of the sixth 
century do not accord with the dim-witted weaklings of the eighth. Curiously, 
for a long time scholars did not worry about the gap between the bloodthirsty 
Merovingians and the fainéant Merovingians, instead assuming that all that 
violence debilitated the line, so that the transition from cunning to retarded 
took place almost naturally.
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Childeric = Basina
|

Clovis I = Clotildis
(481–511)

|

Theoderic I Childebert I Clothar I (511–561) = Radegund
= Vultrogoda

Theodebert I Charibert I Guntram Sigibert I = Brunhildis  Chilperic I
(561–592) (561–575) (561–584)

                 Childebert II Merovech Clothar II
(575–596) (584–629)

Theodebert II Theoderic II Dagobert I (623–639)

Sigibert III Balthildis = Clovis II
(632–656) (639–657)

Dagobert II Childebert III Clothar III Theoderic III Childeric II
“The Adopted” (657–673) (673–691) (662–675)

Clovis

?
Clovis III Childebert IV Clothar IV Chilperic II
(691–694) (694–711) (715–721)

Dagobert III (711–715)

Theoderic IV (721–737)

?
Childeric III (743–751)

Figure 1. The Merovingian dynasty (simplified).

Now, it might be argued that some sort of change gradually overcame this 
line of kings, but the seventh-century kings in the sources do not look espe-
cially “transitional.” Fredegar, the principal narrative source for this period, 
describes kings who were overall closer to Gregory’s violent schemers than to 
men slipping into irrelevancy, and two of his kings, Clothar II and his son 
Dagobert, are considered among the most successful of the lineage.76 But he 
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did insert a suggestion into his reworking of Gregory that the line of kings had 
fallen from their early glory: Basina (Clovis’s mother), he said, had a vision 
that the first generation of her descendants would be as lions (i.e., Clovis), the 
second as leopards and unicorns, the third as bears and wolves, and the fourth 
as dogs. While this certainly suggests a decline, it does not suggest a progres-
sive weakening of the line, for Basina’s fourth generation of descendants are 
still described as having fortitudo. The chief danger expressed in this vision was 
of a “people without fear of princes” who ended up tearing each other apart.77

Fredegar thus characterized the kings of his own time as below the level of the 
heroes Gregory described but still marked neither by brutish violence—  that
was rather the feature of a people without strong leadership—  nor by 
imbecility.

The closest one comes in pre-Carolingian sources to a description of 
Merovingian royal violence leading to decadence is the description of Clovis 
II (d. 657) in the Liber Historiae Francorum: “He was dedicated to every kind 
of filth, a fornicator, a defiler of women, and full of gluttony and drunkenness. 
History recalls nothing worthwhile about his death and final end.” But even 
this account, written some seventy years later, does not accord with the vita of 
his wife, written much closer to events; it calls him a “pious king” and says that 
the royal couple proved generous to the poor.78

Recently scholars have begun efforts to rehabilitate the Merovingians.79

The kings have benefited from a recharacterization of their era, the fifth 
through eighth centuries, as “late antiquity” rather than some deplorable Dark 
Age gap between the “fall of Rome” and the (unfortunately named) “feudal” 
period.80 The old “official” date for the end of the western Roman Empire, 
476, is no longer taken seriously as a turning point.81

As late antiquity has gained new attention, so scholars have stressed the 
many examples in the Merovingian lineage of literacy, piety, and a determined 
pursuit of Romanitas.82 The kings sought to make themselves into Roman 
imperial officers—  if not indeed virtual emperors. Clovis received the office of 
consul from Emperor Anastasius, according to Gregory of Tours, and was 
hailed with imperial titles, and his grandsons received Roman-style panegy-
rics. Frankish kings routinely minted coins modeled on imperial coins.83 In 
addition, as discussed further in Chapters 9 and 11, the Merovingian era was a 
literate age, and the kings supported monasticism with gifts and privileges of 
immunity.

A memory of the Merovingians as crude barbarians, originally perpetu-
ated by publicists at the Carolingian court and accepted until very recently, 
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was thus constructed by deliberately forgetting many aspects of their culture. 
But even in the ninth century not everyone agreed that the Merovingians had 
been irrelevant weaklings. Indeed, they were often remembered positively.

The Merovingians Remembered

The “Mirrors for Princes” that described ideal kings, beginning around the 
time of Charlemagne’s death, were based directly on earlier admonitions writ-
ten for Merovingian kings.84 The ninth-century vita of Faro, a seventh-century 
bishop of Meaux, includes a reference to the great military victories of Clothar 
II over the Saxons, still celebrated in special songs at the time the vita was 
written.85 A Merovingian king recalled as a victorious battle leader two centu-
ries later was not the king that Carolingian publicists would have wanted to 
remember.

Some monasteries indeed tried to reconstruct their history so that the 
Merovingians rather than the Arnulfings/Carolingians held pride of place. For 
example, Adela of Pfalzel made testamentary gifts to the nuns of Oeren in the 
730s, but when her testament, along with many other monastic documents 
from the Trier region, was copied during the Carolingian period, she was said 
to be daughter of the Merovingian king Dagobert.86 Here the scribe under-
took a deliberate suppression of the Carolingian kings: Adela, who was most 
likely Charlemagne’s great-aunt,87 was reconceptualized as a Merovingian 
princess.

The Le Mans forgeries, the program of falsification based primarily on 
forged Merovingian documents as discussed in Chapter 5, are another exam-
ple of the continuing prestige of the descendants of Clovis. Writing in the 
middle of the ninth century, when Carolingian hegemony was unquestioned, 
the forgers did not try to pass their “right” to coin money off as a privilege 
from Pippin or Charlemagne. Instead they attributed it to a grant from The-
oderic III. They did present Charles the Bald with a forged charter of Louis the 
Pious, purportedly confirming this grant of the seventh century, but it is strik-
ing that they had the Carolingian emperor merely confirm what a Merovingian 
king had granted.88

The monks of Micy, contemporaries to the forgers at Le Mans, created a 
parallel series of false charters also intended to give their house rights far older 
than the Carolingian dynasty. Their monastery, St.-Mesmin of Micy, on the 
Loire, claimed in the ninth century to have been founded by Clovis himself. 
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Hagiographic accounts of the house’s founding saints, written during the time 
of Louis the Pious, stress that the first Frankish king to have been baptized 
chose their house as his special foundation. Charters purporting to be written 
by Clovis were put together on the basis of these vitae.89 Here, during the 
height of Carolingian power, the monks of Micy chose to associate their house 
not with that dynasty but with the Merovingians.

More than just antiquity was sought because foundation by an Arnulfing 
mayor of the palace would also have been ancient. Rather, the choice of Clovis 
as founder was in many ways a rejection of the current Carolingians. Even 
more specifically, it was a rejection of Theodulf, bishop of Orléans and a mem-
ber of the Carolingian court circle, who refounded the monastery at Micy 
during the time of Charlemagne. With no extant charters from before the 
time of Theodulf, the monks had no way to argue that they should not be 
subject to the bishops of Orléans (as indeed they were throughout the ninth 
century), except by creating for themselves a past of independence and royal 
favor in which a Merovingian rather than any Carolingian ancestor played the 
central role.90

It was, however, possible, as writers sometimes attempted during the late 
eighth and ninth centuries, to speak well of both the Merovingian and Caro-
lingian lines, thus recognizing the virtues of the current line of kings without 
denigrating their predecessors. For example, the vita of Saint Liutfred of 
Croix-St.-Leufroy in Normandy, written at the end of the eighth century, re-
ferred to Charles Martel as the “most noble prince” and said that he served 
Dagobert III, son of the “most glorious” King Childebert IV.91 For this author, 
the Merovingians were admirable kings, but he also made clear that he found 
nothing to criticize in the early Carolingians.

The image of the Merovingian dynasty as weak incompetents, an image cre-
ated several generations after the dynasty had left the throne, needs to be seen 
not as a description of what the kings of the seventh and early eighth centuries 
were really like but rather as the product of a deliberate campaign of denigra-
tion. Such a campaign indicates that doubts lingered long after 751 whether 
Childeric III’s deposition had been the right thing to do, doubts underlined 
by the infrequency with which the deposition was even mentioned. Portraying 
Childeric and his predecessors as an embarrassment to the Franks was a refu-
tation of those doubts.

The elaborate rituals by which Pippin was made king are themselves an 
indication of what an unusual, indeed problematic event it was. Even the later 
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efforts to downplay these rituals or to give, as Einhard did, all the responsibil-
ity to the pope who had recently crowned Charlemagne emperor are a sugges-
tion that the transition to the new lineage still remained a sensitive issue—  one
underscored by the number of monastic chroniclers and forgers who contin-
ued to remember Clovis and his descendants with affection.

But it was not enough to reject the Merovingians. Those at the Carolin-
gian court in the late eighth and early ninth centuries also sought to create a 
positive image of the new dynasty as strong and just leaders, one the kings 
themselves tried to adopt. Being a dynasty was itself crucial; in the next chap-
ter I shall discuss the ways that the Carolingian family was conceptualized, 
arguing that what is now considered their lineage was in fact a deliberate cre-
ation of the years around 800. Writers then also constructed the myth that the 
Carolingians had always been kings, or at least had been the effective kings of 
the Franks for a good century before Pippin the Short deposed the last 
Merovingian. The vision of a lineage that competently governed for genera-
tions, while weak-headed long-haired kings occupied the throne, was more 
than an exercise in self-aggrandizement: it was intended to help create the 
consensus that the Carolingians, and they alone, should be king.



C h a p t e r  7

Creation of a Carolingian Dynasty

As discussed in the previous chapter, the scorn heaped on the Merovingians 
from the court of Charlemagne should be seen as a retrospective account, in-
tended to make their replacement by the Carolingians seem sensible and nat-
ural. In this chapter I shall focus on how the ancestry of Charlemagne was 
described—  and that description modified—  in order to make it seem a royal 
dynasty, of the sort that could or should have been ruling all along.

Specifically, the Carolingians had to be reconceptualized as a male-line
dynasty, where power had always passed smoothly from father to son, without 
any long detours or dead ends. Paul the Deacon said at the end of the eighth 
century that a new “lineage” (prosapia), the one now called the Carolingians, 
had taken up Frankish rule—  even while implying, by making this comment 
in the context of the deeds of Charlemagne’s great-grandfather, that this lin-
eage had done so a century and a half earlier. This new lineage needed a new 
history that explained that it was not new at all.1

Creation of a Dynasty

The Carolingians were uncomfortably aware that their predecessors on the 
Frankish throne had all been related in the male line, indeed the only group of 
relatives at the time with their own collective name, “Merovingian.” The term 
“Carolingian” arose only much later. Indeed, at the end of the twelfth century 
the compiler of the cartulary of Echternach, a house founded with the assis-
tance of Charlemagne’s ancestors, was able to give an accurate genealogia of the 
line from Pippin of Herstal to Charles the Fat but had no name with which to 
label them collectively; he simply called them “our Pippins and Charleses” 
(Pippinos et Karolos nostros).2
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Pippin I = Itta

Ansegesil = Begga Gertrude Grimoald I

Hugobert = Irmina Wulftrudis

Plectrudis = Pippin of Herstal = Alpaidis

   Waratto = Ansfletis

N Giselmar Adaltrudis = Drogo Grimoald II Grifo Charles Hildebrand
= Bercharius = Theudesindis Martel

= 1.Rotrudis
= 2.Swanhild

Arnulf Hugh Gottfried Pippin   Theodoald

Carloman Pippin the Short Grifo Jerome Remigius Bernard
= Bertrada

Drogo Charlemagne Carloman Adalhard Wala Bernarius
= 1.Himiltrudis
= 2.Hildegard

Pippin “Hunchback” Charles Carloman/Pippin Louis the Pious Lothar

Figure 2. The Carolingian dynasty (simplified). Names of kings, dukes, and mayors 
of the palace in bold.

The Merovingians had taken their name, according to the seventh-century 
chronicler Fredegar, as the descendants of Meroveus, the son of a sea serpent, 
a source of power unmatched by anything in the Arnulfing family tree. Ein-
hard appears acutely conscious of the cohesiveness of the Merovingian line, for 
the words gens Meroingorum are the very first words in the first chapter of his 
“Life” of Charlemagne. But he had no comparable term for the gens of Char-
lemagne, making it much harder to describe the Carolingians as a dynasty.3

The logical conclusion, that of course no one at court wanted to draw, was that 
Pippin the Short and his successors were usurpers. The very slowness of the 
Arnulfings to get rid of the previous kings suggests that they, too, had long 
believed that all Frankish kings should come from the Merovingian line.

It is here worth stressing that until 751, only male-line members of that dy-
nasty could be kings of the Franks.4 In spite of wars with each other, with 
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unfaithful followers, with neighboring kings, and with pagans, the Merovingians 
kept on producing kings. They might be illegitimate, or they might have to be 
recalled from the monastery; it did not matter, as long as their fathers were of 
the royal lineage. The emphasis on the male line was indeed such that royally 
born women of the sixth and seventh centuries are nearly undocumented.

Two illuminating passages in Fredegar illustrate the importance of 
Merovingian paternal descent. The infamous Brunhildis tried to stir up Theod-
eric II against his brother by telling him that the brother was not their father’s 
son but rather son of “some gardener”; and in contrast she tried unsuccessfully 
to get the holy man Columbanus to bless Theoderic’s sons who had been born 
“of adulterous unions,” telling Columbanus that they were “sons of the king.”5

Theoderic refused to attack his brother, and Columbanus refused to bless the 
boys, but Brunhildis was clearly using as justification contemporary assump-
tions about royalty. Even someone brought up to rule could not do so unless he 
could be convincingly demonstrated to be a king’s son, and in contrast any 
king’s son held a privileged place, whatever the status of his mother. For three 
centuries, the father’s lineage alone defined kingship, and only direct descen-
dants of Childeric (Clovis I’s father) were crowned Frankish kings.

The so-called “coup” in 656 by Grimoald, one of the Pippinid mayors of 
the palace, is instructive here.6 Grimoald, son of Pippin I, had already had a 
respected career as mayor of the palace for a decade or so.7 His king, Sigibert 
III of Austrasia, had just died, leaving only a young boy born to his queen. 
According to the Liber Historiae Francorum, Grimoald promptly had the boy 
tonsured and shipped off to Ireland on “pilgrimage.”8 At this point the mod-
ern reader might expect a preview of what happened a century later, when 
Pippin the Short tonsured the last Merovingian king and had himself crowned 
in his place. But Grimoald did nothing of the sort. He did not try to have 
himself crowned king; the idea was apparently inconceivable. Instead, declar-
ing Sigibert’s other (probably illegitimate) young son Childebert his own ad-
opted son, he set about trying to rule Austrasia in the boy’s name.9

Grimoald was here following the same strategy that King Guntram of Bur-
gundy had followed some seventy-five years earlier: seize control of a kingdom 
by making oneself the “protector” of a son of the late king. Guntram took con-
trol of his late brother Chilperic’s kingdom in 584 by taking Chilperic’s infant 
son into his own custody, acting as godfather to him, and establishing the child 
on his late father’s throne, rather than any of Guntram’s other nephews.10 In this 
case Guntram was successful, and the child (Clothar II) ruled for over forty 
years, eventually becoming sole king of all the Frankish kingdoms.
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In contrast, Grimoald’s success at ruling through his adopted son was 
relatively short-lived. After seven years at the most, Childebert died and Gri-
moald was promptly put to death.11 At first Merovingian cousins from 
Neustria took the Austrasian throne, but eventually the “pilgrim” to Ireland 
was recalled to become King Dagobert II.12 This incident made no more than 
a ripple in seventh-century history, but its significance for Frankish kingship 
is clear: even a powerful mayor of the palace who wanted to act as king had to 
do so through a boy with Merovingian blood.13

It is also worth noting that two generations later, Charles Martel ruled as 
mayor of the palace without actually having a king to serve. It was not that he 
preferred not having a king: he had already set on the throne one Merovingian 
(Clothar IV) so obscure that scholars cannot agree on who his father was and 
had brought another (Theoderic IV) out of the cloister and had him grow out 
his hair. And yet Charles Martel made no effort to have himself crowned, even 
when his final Merovingian king died, leaving him to rule Francia as mayor 
without a king for the last years of his life.14

For Charles Martel as for his predecessor Grimoald, the Merovingians 
were the only kings of the Franks. Pippin the Short and his brother Carloman 
also found a Merovingian king to serve for close to a decade. When Pippin 
finally decided to break with that tradition, he did so only after his brother 
had become a monk, only after his son Charlemagne was about three and thus 
past the dangers of infancy, and thus only when a new dynasty could plausibly 
be asserted. He still required the full support of the earthly representative of 
Saint Peter behind him. The shock that the end of Merovingian kingship must 
have caused clearly still resonated two generations later and was surely felt by 
Charlemagne himself. The concerted efforts by his publicists to assert how 
entirely appropriate it was that the Merovingians be deposed indicate that it 
was considered anything but appropriate at the time.15

The Carolingians after 751, like the preceding dynasty, had wars with each 
other, with unfaithful followers, with other kings, and with Muslims and pa-
gans, but for them it was not much over a century before the first non-
Carolingian king—  Boso of Burgundy—  took the throne in the heart of Frankish 
territory. Boso was only the first of a number of kings, most notably the Welfs, 
the Robertians, and the Ottonians, who soon set themselves up as alternatives 
to the Carolingians, even while Charlemagne’s male-line descendants still 
lived.16 But these descendants were either illegitimate or underage17—conditions 
that had not prevented descendants of Clovis from becoming king but pre-
sented almost insurmountable challenges to the Carolingians. Pippin the Short 
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deposed the final male-line Merovingian; Boso in contrast established his short-
lived kingdom a good century before male-line Carolingians stopped contend-
ing for, and often successfully holding, their thrones.

Einhard

Thus the Carolingian line never acquired the same unique claim to Frankish 
kingship as the Merovingians had had before them. When Einhard wrote in 
the early ninth century, a male-line dynasty was clearly crucial. And yet the 
“family” of the new line of kings included women in a way that the Merovingian 
dynasty had not. If Pippin’s consecration was novel, then the papal blessing of 
his wife was even more original. Merovingian queens had of course appeared 
in the sources from time to time, often in the context of founding churches, 
but they had never been major players in politics. Carolingian queens, in con-
trast, had a significant public role. They acted as partners to their husbands 
much more than had their predecessors—  indeed, the Merovingian kings often 
took lowborn brides rather than the aristocratic women always chosen by the 
Carolingians.18 Thus the attempts to define the Carolingians, like the Mero-
vingians before them, as a strictly male-line concern were undercut by the in-
creased inclusion by Carolingian men themselves of women within the group 
of significant relatives.

Faced with these challenges, Einhard went out of his way to suggest that 
the Carolingian dynasty had existed as a hereditary line even before they be-
came kings. His insistence on this point, and the differences in the way that he 
portrays the Arnulfings and the way earlier sources do, suggests that both for 
Einhard and for his contemporaries, there was a connection between being 
royal and being part of a dynasty.

According to Einhard, during Childeric III’s reign Pippin the Short was 
mayor of the palace, “as it were by heredity” (velut hereditario). His father, 
Charles Martel, had himself obtained the office of mayor of the palace directly 
from his own father, Pippin of Herstal, also according to Einhard. This charac-
terization is of course a gross oversimplification.19 Although Pippin the Short, 
the future king, succeeded Charles Martel fairly smoothly as mayor of the pal-
ace, Charles had experienced much more difficulty succeeding his own father 
and was for a while imprisoned by his stepmother, who preferred her own 
grandson, son of her husband’s older son, to Charles. Not heredity but success 
in scheming and war eventually gave him office and authority in Austrasia.20
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Pippin of Herstal

Charles Martel

Pippin the Short Carloman

Charlemagne     Carloman
A

Arnulf, bishop of Metz Pippin I = Itta

Clodulf, Anschisus Gertrude Begga = Ansegesil
bishop of Metz

Pippin of Herstal Pippin of Herstal = Plectrudis

Charles Martel Drogo Grimoald II Charles Martel

Pippin the Short Hugh Theodoald Carloman

Pippin the Short

Charlemagne = Hildegard Charlemagne Carloman

B C

Figure 3. The Carolingian dynasty according to Einhard (A, top), Paul the Deacon 
(B, lower left), and the Annals of Metz (C, lower right).

Because Einhard wanted to emphasize the father-son line that led to 
Charlemagne, he did not even mention Charles Martel’s older half brother 
Grimoald II, who had in fact been mayor of the palace long before Charles 
took that office and whose son Theodoald succeeded Grimoald as mayor of 
the palace, or Charles’s other half brothers, Drogo, duke of Champagne, and 
Grifo.21 Nor did he mention any of Duke Drogo’s relatives: his wife, Adaltru-
dis, her parents, Ansfletis and Waratto (also a mayor of the palace, and thus 
someone who would have muddied the picture of Arnulfings as sole mayors of 
the palace); Drogo’s son Arnulf, who succeeded his father as duke of Cham-
pagne; or Drogo’s second son, Hugh, archbishop of Rouen and bishop of Paris 
and Bayeux, as well as abbot of St.-Wandrille (Fontenelle) and of Jumièges in 
Normandy.22 He did not even mention Charles Martel’s probable full brother, 
Hildebrand.23
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Einhard, by not mentioning Grimoald II or Drogo or their sons and in-
laws at all, was also able to suggest that, starting with Pippin of Herstal, no one 
but direct ancestors of Charlemagne held the office of mayor of the palace. He 
thus left out not only the mayor Waratto and Waratto’s son, Giselmar, briefly 
mayor himself,24 but also Waratto’s other son-in-law (besides Drogo), Berchar-
ius, who also acted as mayor of the palace.25 In addition, he passed in silence 
over Raginfred, another nonrelative who competed with Charles Martel for 
the office of mayor of the palace.26 Einhard was thus able to portray Charlem-
agne’s ancestry as a successful male-line dynasty, but only by means of radical 
pruning.

And the history of the family before Charles Martel’s father, Pippin of 
Herstal, shows even less evidence of male-line heredity. Einhard made no at-
tempt to carry his story back before the time of this Pippin; for him it was 
enough to establish a male-line dynasty back to Charlemagne’s great-
grandfather. But two other major attempts to draw the Carolingian family 
tree, that of Paul the Deacon and that of the Annals of Metz, respectively forty 
and twenty years or so before Einhard’s work, both took the story back an 
additional two generations. Here it is striking to note that these two accounts 
do not match. One speaks only of Pippin of Herstal’s maternal ancestry, the 
“Pippinids” as they are now known, and one only of his paternal ancestry, the 
“Arnulfings.” There still seems to have been considerable doubt at the end of 
the eighth century as to how a canonical history of Charlemagne’s ancestors 
was to be constructed.

Modern scholars, like historians in the high Middle Ages, have had no 
trouble combining the two accounts. Pippin of Herstal, it is widely agreed, 
was son of the couple Ansegesil and Begga. Ansegesil was the son of Arnulf, 
bishop of Metz, who had married long before becoming bishop; Charle-
magne’s ancestors are generally now called Arnulfings in recognition of his 
status as first male ancestor of the line. Begga in turn was the daughter of 
Pippin I (or Pippin the Ancient) and his wife, Itta. With Carolingian ancestry 
thus carried back to the first decades of the seventh century, to two men—
Arnulf and Pippin I—  who are known from the seventh-century chronicler 
Fredegar to have been political allies,27 neither modern scholars nor the histo-
rians at Charlemagne’s court felt any compelling need to extend the family 
tree any further.

But this clear identification of the two parents and three of the four grand-
parents of Pippin of Herstal, it should be stressed, was not put together during 
Charlemagne’s lifetime. Rather, two competing versions both attempted to 
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create a male-line dynasty but to do so in different ways. Only by combining 
the two can scholars create the version that has been taken for granted for the 
last twelve hundred years. That Paul the Deacon and the author of the Annals 
of Metz, originators of the two accounts, each resisted the other’s version sug-
gests that they, at any rate, would not have accepted a simple combination. (It 
is even possible that Einhard, who wrote after both, stopped his own account 
of Carolingian ancestry with Pippin of Herstal to avoid taking part in the 
debate.)

Paul the Deacon

The first attempt chronologically to create a Carolingian family tree was that 
of Paul the Deacon, who wrote toward the end of the eighth century.28 For 
him Charlemagne’s lineage, his prosapia, mattered as much as individuals. 
Paul’s description of his own family tree (genealogia) suggests how he thought 
families should be conceptualized: male-line, with repetition of names used to 
indicate family membership and women unnamed if mentioned at all. Paul’s 
own abavus, he tells us, was Leupchis, who was captured by the Avars with his 
five sons. One son escaped, also named Leupchis, Paul’s proavus—the other 
four went nameless. This man’s son, Arichis, was Paul’s grandfather, who had 
Warnefrit, Paul’s own father, who had Paul and his brother Arichis, “who re-
calls our grandfather by his name.”29 This was what a family tree ought to be 
like: a straight line, with repeated names showing family unity, stripped of 
extraneous branches or names of wives, and leading to people of interest in the 
present.

Paul set out to create a similar family tree for Charlemagne, based, he 
said, on what the king himself had told him of his ancestry.30 Paul’s account, 
like that of Einhard after him, mentioned women only in passing, if at all.31

All of Paul’s emphasis was on the men. Charlemagne, according to Paul, had 
said that he was the great-great-great-grandson (trinepos) of the blessed Arnulf 
of Metz. Paul embedded the family’s genealogy within his “Gesta” of the bish-
ops of Metz, which became less an account of that see’s bishops and more an 
account of the descendants of Bishop Arnulf, who was of the “race (stemma)
of the most noble and most powerful Franks.” Arnulf, he continued, was fa-
ther of Anschisus, father of Pippin of Herstal. He gave the name neither of 
Arnulf ’s wife nor of Anschisus’s wife. Indeed, he gave the names of neither 
wives nor brothers as he carried the line of descent from Pippin of Herstal to 
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Charles Martel to Pippin the Short to Charlemagne. Charlemagne is the first 
in this family tree whose wife is named. Paul explained that Charlemagne’s son 
Pippin was named for his own grandfather, and his son Charles was named 
both for his father and great-grandfather, reinforcing the image of a male-line
dynasty.32

Paul the Deacon was certainly correct that Anschisus—  or at least a man 
with a name only slightly different than that—  was the father of Pippin of 
Herstal because Pippin named his father Ansegesil (Ansgisilius) in his own 
charters.33 But Paul’s father-son connection between Bishop Arnulf of Metz 
and Anschisus/Ansegesil is not attested by any contemporary source, indeed 
by any source less than a century and a half after the fact, when he was the first 
to put it forward.34 Paul probably had read Fredegar’s chronicle, which shows 
Bishop Arnulf of Metz and Pippin I acting together—  without, however, sug-
gesting that there was any tie of blood or marriage between them. The “con-
tinuations” of Fredegar’s account call Ansegesil a “noble Frank” but again do 
not make any suggestion of a family connection with Bishop Arnulf.35

Even though no contemporary source says that Charlemagne was Ar-
nulf ’s descendant, there is no way to disprove definitively what could well be 
the lineage’s oral memory. There is, however, enough evidence suggesting oth-
erwise to justify the recent doubt that has been cast on accepting Arnulf as 
Charlemagne’s ancestor.36 The vita of Arnulf, probably dating from the mid-
or late seventh century, is remarkably unhelpful here, not giving the names of 
his parents, his wife, or his two sons, though stressing that they were of the 
highest nobility—  but that did not stop Paul the Deacon, a century later, from 
confidently naming the sons. Charles Martel’s son Jerome recopied this vita as 
a youth in the early eighth century, perhaps in the monastery at Metz, and 
identified himself proudly as son of Charles and grandson of Pippin of Herstal 
but showed no sign that he thought of Saint Arnulf as his own ancestor, which 
would be very unusual if there was indeed a family memory of descent from 
him.37

The most persuasive evidence that any family members before Charlem-
agne considered Arnulf of Metz to be in their family tree is that Drogo, son of 
Pippin of Herstal, named one of his own sons Arnulf. But it is possible that 
Drogo was not commemorating a great-grandfather but only naming a son for 
a famous bishop of a century earlier, at whose church Drogo’s father was bur-
ied. After all, Drogo’s half brother Charles Martel named a son Remigius, who 
became bishop of Rouen, almost certainly for the bishop of Reims rather than 
for a relative, as well as giving another son the distinctly non-family name of 
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Jerome. It is possible, however, that Charlemagne himself believed that the 
name Arnulf, held by one of his father’s cousins, indicated a descent from 
Bishop Arnulf of Metz.

In addition, even if one accepts Bishop Arnulf into the Carolingian family 
tree, the line of descent from Arnulf was not nearly as tidy as Paul the Deacon 
implied; even his own account suggests a few genealogical twists and turns. 
First of all, Arnulf appears in Paul’s “Gesta” without any relatives, other than 
his descendants. And yet the seventh-century vita of Bertulf, abbot of Bobbio, 
says that Arnulf was Bertulf ’s cousin (consanguineus);38 if Paul knew this he 
ignored it, as needlessly complicating the story. Then, according to Paul the 
Deacon’s own account, Arnulf of Metz had two sons, and Anschisus, the Car-
olingian ancestor, was not the older but the younger; Clodulf, the older, be-
came bishop of Metz like his father.39 Paul commented, “No further 
information on him comes to us, except for his family origins”; Clodulf clearly 
lacked interest because he was not part of Charlemagne’s direct ancestry.40

Paul also failed to note that Pippin of Herstal was a cousin (propinquus)
of Wandregesil, founder and first abbot of St.-Wandrille, a connection re-
corded in a vita written during Pippin of Herstal’s lifetime and thus with a 
fairly good chance of being accurate. The similarity of name elements between 
Ansegesil and Wandregesil does suggest that he was a relative of Pippin of 
Herstal.41 Interestingly, almost no modern scholar puts Wandregesil into the 
Arnulfing family tree,42 even though he appears to have a better claim to be 
there than does Arnulf himself. Then, Paul the Deacon leaves out any mention 
of Pippin I, because he was only father-in-law of Anschisus/Ansegesil, and his 
own account is focused on the men, not the women.

Moreover, Bertulf and Wandregesil are not the only persons known from 
contemporary sources to be connected to Pippin of Herstal and yet ignored by 
Paul the Deacon. A certain Adalgisel lived slightly earlier than Ansegesil, a 
man of great wealth, known from the testament he issued in 634. In this tes-
tament, he referred to himself as Adalgisel-Grimo, a diaconus from Verdun, 
and noted his nephew, Duke Bobo. He was almost certainly the same person 
as the Duke Adalgisel who served the Merovingian kings in Austrasia in the 
630s, accompanied by a Duke Bobo.43 This person too received no place in the 
Arnulfing family tree, at least in the account of Paul the Deacon.

One could not, of course, identify this Adalgisel with Ansegesil, in spite 
of the name similarities. Either he, in his testament, or Fredegar in his chron-
icle would have been likely to mention a son if he had one, much less one as 
important a figure in Merovingian politics as Pippin of Herstal. But, like 



116 Chapter 7

Wandregesil, Adalgisel’s name, his wealth and status, and his activities in the 
Metz region would all seem to indicate someone who should be attached to 
the family tree of Carolingian ancestors. Even his cognomen Grimo recalls the 
names Grimoald and Grifo in this family’s lineage. One cannot help but feel 
that the complete lack of modern interest in this seventh-century figure—
although his importance in his own period is well attested in seventh-century 
sources—  is due to his absence in the accounts of a hundred and fifty years 
later.44

Interestingly, Paul the Deacon asserts that Anschisus is a Trojan name. 
Indeed, Paul seems to have chosen to call him Anschisus rather than Ansegesil 
in order that he might have the same name as the father of Aeneas. In desig-
nating him a Trojan, Paul was trying to claim ancient origins for the Carolin-
gian dynasty, in essence displacing the Merovingians from the position, which 
they had claimed since at least the sixth century, of being the New Troy.45

But Paul was remarkably leery about commenting directly on the end of 
the Merovingian line. Although he had made a vague reference to Clovis ear-
lier in his “Gesta” of the bishops of Metz, he gave no explanation to how the 
transition from Merovingian to Carolingian kings took place. He had, in his 
Historia Langobardorum, spoken of the kings of the Franks as having “degen-
erated from their accustomed strength and skill” in the early seventh century, 
at the time of Bishop Arnulf—  far earlier than any other source would put 
Merovingian decadence. Paul added that the mayors of the palace had taken 
over “whatever the kings used to do” and that it was due to “heavenly disposi-
tion” that “the Frankish realm was translated to this lineage.”46 Here he is very 
reticent about exactly how this transfer took place, or even when—  though the 
implication is that it was in the seventh century.

In Paul’s “Gesta” of the bishops of Metz, he is even more reticent, and the 
topic of Merovingian decline never even arises. Here Pippin the Short is “wise” 
and “brave,” but his only achievement that Paul found worth mentioning was 
that he put down a Gascon rebellion, not that he was crowned king of the 
Franks and consecrated by the pope. Pippin is not even designated as rex, al-
though Charlemagne is magnus rex. This very silence is telling. Because Char-
lemagne is described as a king, Paul seems to be hoping that his ancestors will 
enjoy a royal aura as well—  without needing to discuss directly the perhaps 
dubious transition to Carolingian kingship. Paul comments that it was “not 
unworthily that the kingdom of the Franks should be transferred to his lin-
eage” (non inmerito ad eius prosapiam Francorum translatum sit regnum), with 
the clear implication that his king’s many accomplishments fully justified it.47
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This comment is placed in the context of the achievements of Anschisus/An-
segesil, which made it possible for Paul to suggest that the Carolingians had 
already enjoyed over a century and a half of rule by the time that he wrote. His 
silence on Pippin the Short’s deposition of the last Merovingian in both his 
Historia of the Lombards and his “Gesta” of the bishops of Metz may well 
indicate that the 751 transfer of the crown from one lineage to another was still 
a highly sensitive issue in the late eighth century, one that he did not care to 
touch.48

The Annals of Metz

A quite different version of the Carolingian family tree is given by the Annals 
of Metz, which were composed twenty years or so after Paul the Deacon’s ac-
count, most likely in response to a political crisis in the first years of the ninth 
century.49 Much had happened in the intervening years, most notably Charle-
magne’s coronation by the pope as emperor, but the annalist’s concern was the 
same as Paul’s: to construct an image of a male-line dynasty of considerable 
antiquity that led inevitably to Charlemagne, suggesting that his family had 
always been the appropriate leaders of the Franks.50

It was more challenging for the annalist of Metz51 to create a plausible 
male-line dynasty reaching from Charlemagne back to the early seventh cen-
tury because the Annals covered the maternal, rather than paternal, ancestry 
of Pippin of Herstal.52 The Annals open with the succession of this Pippin to 
the “principality” (that is, the office of mayor of the palace) of his father, An-
segesil. But then almost immediately the annalist turns to Begga, Ansegesil’s 
wife, a “glorious” mother for Pippin and “worthy of all praise.” Begga, the 
annalist tells us, was daughter of Pippin I, and although this account (like Paul 
the Deacon’s) was written a century and a half after the fact, it is essentially 
confirmed by sources much closer to the events (unlike Paul’s). Interestingly, 
while the annalist had no choice but to discuss Begga, given the intention to 
link Pippin of Herstal with Pippin I, the Annals also included Saint Gertrude, 
Begga’s sister, and Pippin I’s wife, Itta, also known from seventh-century 
sources.53

In trying to create an image of a male-line descent, the annalist attempted 
to present Pippin of Herstal’s maternal grandfather as the moral equivalent of 
a paternal grandfather. Pippin I, we are told, had “no offspring of the mascu-
line sex, and thus left both his name and his principality to his grandson 
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Pippin [of Herstal].”54 But Pippin I did have a son of the “masculine sex,” 
Grimoald I, who was mayor of the palace in the 650s, as discussed earlier.55

The problem for the annalist was that this Grimoald was not of the line that 
led to Charlemagne. Moreover, although Grimoald had been mayor of the 
palace, the eventual accession of his sister’s son to that office had nothing to do 
with his ultimately failed efforts to rule through an infant Merovingian. Pip-
pin of Herstal commemorated this maternal uncle through the name of his 
second son, Grimoald II, but he himself only became mayor of the palace a 
good generation after the first Grimoald’s death.

The annalist of Metz, unlike Paul the Deacon or Einhard, did mention 
many people in Charlemagne’s family tree besides his direct ancestors. Inter-
estingly, however, Bishop Arnulf of Metz in this account is not Ansegesil’s fa-
ther but only a “paternal relative” of Pippin of Herstal, agnatione propinquus.56

The fact that Arnulf is mentioned but not placed in the family tree must indi-
cate a deliberate rejection of Paul the Deacon’s version of Carolingian ancestry, 
in preference to the line leading back to Pippin I.

The Annals, following the continuations of Fredegar, included the older 
sons of Pippin of Herstal, Drogo and Grimoald II, although not Grifo or 
Hildebrand. Interestingly, Drogo’s ecclesiastical son Hugh appears but not 
Drogo’s other son and heir, Arnulf, the duke—  indeed, the annalist said that 
Grimoald succeeded to Drogo’s offices after Drogo’s death, thus simplifying 
the story.57 The appearance of Drogo and Grimoald II in these Annals indi-
cates that Einhard surely knew about them, even though he does not mention 
them.58

The annalist was able to assert that Charles Martel was the “legitimate” 
heir to Pippin of Herstal by skittering around the fact that Charles was born 
to a different woman than were Drogo and Grimoald, indeed perhaps to a 
concubine. Interestingly, the annalist dismisses Theodoald, son of Grimoald, 
as a possible competitor to Charles Martel by saying that he was “just a boy” 
and in addition born ex concubina, and thus “scarcely worthy” to succeed, 
morally incapable of challenging Charles Martel for leadership of the Franks. 
It was only the “womanish” notions of Plectrudis, Charles Martel’s stepmother, 
that made her oppose him, the annalist states. In this account, she attempted 
unsuccessfully to rule with her “infant” grandson, whom the annalist suggests 
quickly and conveniently died, thus leaving no further sons or grandsons of 
Plectrudis.59

The legitimacy—  or not—  of Charles Martel is an issue that has concerned 
modern scholars as well as Carolingian publicists. Pippin of Herstal, it is clear, 
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married Plectrudis as his first wife and had sons by her.60 But Charles Martel 
was not born to Plectrudis but rather to one Alpaidis, who in some later ac-
counts was a lowborn concubine—  although Fredegar’s continuator calls both 
Plectrudis and Alpaidis an uxor nobilis.61 Even if Alpaidis was a well-born wife, 
she was a bigamous later wife, for Plectrudis survived Pippin of Herstal and 
attempted to regulate his inheritance as his widow. A possible issue here is that 
bigamy, while relatively common among the powerful in the Merovingian era 
(especially if only one of the wives was highborn),62 had become morally stig-
matized by the ninth century. While Pippin of Herstal might have had two 
wives,63 for his descendants four generations later such an arrangement was 
impossible, at least if the son of the second wife would succeed.

Bertrada, wife of Pippin the Short, had after all been consecrated by the 
pope along with her husband, and in spite of their efforts to create a male-line
dynasty, all the Carolingians treated their queens as guarantors of the legiti-
macy of that dynasty. By the time the annalist of Metz was writing, Pippin the 
Hunchback, Charlemagne’s oldest son, had been thoroughly removed from 
the line of possible succession on grounds of supposed illegitimacy.64 That as-
sertions of illegitimacy could be used against Theodoald and Pippin the 
Hunchback indicates that those writing at court were highly concerned that 
the same label not be attached to Charles Martel by making him the son of a 
bigamous union. Therefore Plectrudis and her children, Pippin’s older sons, 
had to be eased out of the family, even if it meant suggesting, as did the annal-
ist of Metz, that Plectrudis was nothing more than a classic bad stepmother.

In fact, other sources suggest that Plectrudis’s support for her grandson 
Theodoald as mayor of the palace was not nearly as ridiculous as the annalist 
of Metz asserted. Theodoald may not really have been born to a concubine at 
all: the Liber Historiae Francorum, which, like the Annals of Metz, says that he 
was, also says that his father, Grimoald II, married Theudesindis, daughter of 
the Frisian leader, and it is tempting to assume that Theodoald was given a 
name composed of elements of both his parents’ names. Pippin of Herstal 
himself promoted his grandson Theodoald in preference to his son Charles 
Martel. Theodoald also does not seem to have been as young or to have died 
quite as quickly as the Annals of Metz suggest, for he served as mayor of the 
palace for Dagobert III and appears in a later charter along with his uncle 
Charles Martel.65 The court of the ninth century portrayed Charles Martel as 
succeeding legitimately to Pippin of Herstal; Plectrudis herself saw his succes-
sion as anything but right and fought to resist it.

In addition, the annalist of Metz, unlike Paul the Deacon, made the 
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Merovingian kings a part of the story, even though the annalist was no more 
impressed by those kings than Einhard some two decades later. The annalist’s 
Merovingians, however, unlike Einhard’s, are active figures, cruel and untrust-
worthy perhaps, but never figures of fun. When they stopped being active and 
cruel, they stopped being mentioned at all. The last Merovingians simply do 
not appear, and the account of the consecration and coronation of Pippin the 
Short does not even note that a final Merovingian king first had to be re-
moved. The annalist of Metz, like the earlier authors of the Liber Historiae 
Francorum, the vita of Bishop Eucherius of Orléans, and the “continuations” 
of Fredegar, had been calling the mayors of the palace “princes,” and a prince 
could be crowned king without much fuss.66 This version of Carolingian fam-
ily history, therefore, got around the problem of justifying the transfer of the 
crown from one lineage to another by not even mentioning it.

Competition Among Carolingians

All early ninth-century efforts to create a correct Carolingian genealogy also 
downplay the fact that both Pippin the Short and Charlemagne had brothers 
named Carloman who were initially their co-rulers—  and in fact Carloman, 
son of Charles Martel, was the older brother of Pippin the Short. Indeed, the 
early ninth-century chronicle of Moissac, which did not mention the final 
Merovingian at all, much less his deposition, called this Carloman rex Franco-
rum with the implication that Arnulfing kingship began with the death of 
Charles Martel.67

The two Carlomans died rather conveniently, the first after resigning to 
enter the church, close enough in time to when the annalist of Metz and Ein-
hard were writing that some explanation might be expected. Both passed in 
silence over the fact that Pippin the Short’s brother Carloman had a son named 
Drogo, who, as oldest son of the oldest son, should probably have taken pre-
cedence.68 In naming his son, Carloman had most likely been mindful that his 
grandfather, Pippin of Herstal, had named his own oldest son Drogo. Frede-
gar’s continuator said that Carloman commended Drogo to Pippin the Short 
upon converting to the monastic life. Drogo indeed was not only his father 
Carloman’s heir but also Pippin’s heir when Carloman left for Italy to became 
a monk, for Charlemagne was not even born yet.69 But Drogo, son of Carlo-
man, after briefly succeeding as mayor of the palace, was tonsured and disap-
pears from the records.70
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The annalist of Metz did not say why Pippin’s brother Carloman became 
a monk, only relating that he did so;71 the annalist also gave no cause for Char-
lemagne’s brother Carloman’s sudden death. Interestingly, the annalist quickly 
turned from the account of the first Carloman’s resignation to an account of 
the perfidy of Grifo, Carloman’s and Pippin’s half brother, apparently with the 
hope of implying that all of Pippin’s brothers were troublesome and unworthy 
to rule. According to Einhard’s own rather airy explanation, Pippin’s brother 
Carloman decided to go to Rome and become a monk for “some unknown 
reason, most likely out of love for the contemplative life.” Charlemagne’s 
brother Carloman died of “some disease,” and Einhard, having insisted that 
the two brothers truly loved each other, professed himself unable to under-
stand why Carloman’s widow fled with her sons and sought refuge in Lom-
bardy. (His insistence on brotherly love is of course undercut by his own 
comment that Charlemagne bore Carloman’s hatred and jealousy with equa-
nimity.) Such concerted efforts to divert suspicion immediately make the at-
tentive reader suspicious.72

Besides the two Carlomans, full brothers of Pippin the Short and Charle-
magne, who had been respectively mayor of the palace and king, there were 
also other family members who could be pruned away more easily. Pippin the 
Short also had at least four half brothers, although Einhard mentions none of 
them.73 One, Grifo, born to the Bavarian woman Swanhild, is mentioned by 
both the Annals of Metz and Fredegar’s continuators,74 but the annalist of 
Metz calls Swanhild a concubine, and both of these chroniclers make Grifo 
into a troublemaker who inappropriately tried to seize authority that was 
rightfully his brothers’. As a troublemaker, he could easily be set aside from a 
story that stressed legitimate continuity, especially as he was killed shortly after 
Pippin the Short became king of the Franks. And note again that the assertion 
“born to a concubine” is used—  deliberately but probably incorrectly—  to dis-
miss someone from the family.75

Another half brother of Pippin’s, named Remigius, was overlooked by all 
the royal annalists, even though he appears in papal letters to Pippin from the 
760s and became bishop of Rouen. Still another half brother, named Jerome, 
also seems to have entered the church as noted earlier; he copied the vita of 
Saint Arnulf as a youth and accompanied the pope back to Rome in the 750s 
after the pope had consecrated his brother Pippin as king.76 Once Remigius 
and Jerome were in the church, they could safely be ignored by those writing 
their family’s political history.77

A fourth half brother of Pippin the Short, in this case most likely really 
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born to a concubine, was named Bernard. He is mentioned in a tenth-century 
genealogy of the counts of Flanders, along with his brothers, Pippin, Carlo-
man, Grifo, Remigius, and Jerome. Bernard was the father of Adalhard and 
Wala, cousins to the Carolingian royal line and important figures at court, 
according to their ninth-century vitae. Both became abbots of Corbie, and a 
third son of Bernard, Bernarius, probably was also a monk there.78 But be-
cause these three cousins of Charlemagne were in the church, they, too, could 
be ignored in discussions of the Carolingian family tree, as could their sisters 
Gundrada and Theodrada, even though all five were alive and active when the 
royal genealogia was being conceptualized.79

Interestingly, when the so-called Astronomer wrote his biography of 
Louis the Pious, he suggested that Wala was a potential rival to Louis upon the 
death of Charlemagne in 814.80 The fear that he might plot against Louis was 
immediately assuaged, the biographer continued, when Wala hurried to sub-
mit himself to Louis, but the incident still raises an interesting issue. Wala was 
Charlemagne’s first cousin, and in spite of probable concubines in his imme-
diate ancestry, the Astronomer expected his readers to recognize him as a plau-
sible focus of a sinister plot. By the middle of the ninth century, therefore, 
there was at least some sense that everyone connected in the male line to 
Pippin the Short and Charlemagne might be a potential king, the same atti-
tude Brunhildis had demonstrated in regard to Merovingian boys over two 
centuries earlier: this even though Wala’s father, Bernard, as Pippin’s half 
brother, had never taken part in any of the papal blessings and was in no way 
a product of Pippin’s “loins.” The deliberate effort to create a Carolingian gens,
therefore, as one that began in the seventh century and included all the de-
scendants of Pippin of Herstal, was beginning to be accepted by the time of 
Charlemagne’s grandsons, ironically to such an extent that it could sometimes 
create dangerous confusion.

The Carolingians and the Merovingians

All of the efforts discussed so far, to construct some kind of coherent Carolin-
gian genealogy in the late eighth and early ninth centuries, had one point in 
common: the Carolingians were different from the Merovingians. But some 
Carolingians themselves seem to have been conflicted as to whether to reject 
the Merovingians as a dynasty best forgotten or to present themselves as the 
new (and undoubtedly improved) Merovingians. By the time Einhard wrote, 
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the consensus among Carolingian publicists seems to have been to ridicule the 
descendants of Clovis—  if an author saw fit to mention them at all. But during 
the three generations between the coronation of Pippin and the time of Ein-
hard, there were several efforts by the kings themselves to identify themselves 
with the previous dynasty.

Most obvious, of course, is Charlemagne’s choice of the names Clovis and 
Clothar (Louis and Lothar) for the twin sons born to him not long after he 
became sole king of the Franks. These names clearly identified his lineage with 
that of the first Christian Merovingian king and that king’s oldest son. His 
daughter Chrotildis appears similarly to have been named for Clotildis, Clo-
vis’s queen.81 Interestingly, Paul the Deacon, who tried to keep the Merovingians 
as far out of his account of the Arnulfings as possible, did mention Charlem-
agne’s twin sons, but he spelled the name now known as Louis as Lodobich,
whereas he had called Clovis Chlodoveus, perhaps in an effort to separate what 
Charlemagne himself tried to bring together.82

Another indication of the Carolingians identifying themselves with the 
previous dynasty is the choice of St.-Remi of Reims as the burial place for 
King Carloman, Charlemagne’s brother. No one in his family had been buried 
there before, and Carloman did not even die there, but his request to be bur-
ied there, accompanied by a generous gift to the church of Reims, seems a 
conscious effort to forge a connection with the saint who had baptized Clovis 
three centuries earlier.83 Carloman died only a short time before the birth of 
his twin nephews with their Merovingian names, so clearly Clovis was on the 
minds of both Charlemagne and Carloman. A further connection between 
the Carolingians and Reims was established when Louis the Pious had the 
pope come there to give him the imperial crown rather than going to Rome; 
this was the first of what later became regular coronations of French kings at 
Reims.84 The Carolingian dynasty might have deposed the Merovingians, but 
they could not reject everything associated with the first Frankish royal line.

These efforts to create connections between Merovingians and Carolin-
gians might have been symbolic only of the transfer of rule from one line to 
another, but they could also have been meant as an assertion that the Carolin-
gians actually had Merovingian ancestry—  a possibility indeed made explicit 
in a genealogia composed in the early ninth century. This version of the emper-
or’s ancestry relied on Paul the Deacon as far back as Bishop Arnulf, but then 
gave Arnulf a father and a paternal grandfather, the grandfather being identi-
fied as of senatorial genus and as having married a Merovingian princess.85 In 
an even more elaborate version produced slightly later, the senatorial 
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grandfather is given several brothers, including Agiulf, bishop of Metz (fl. c. 
600).86 The very differences among all these accounts suggest that even in the 
ninth century there was still a scramble to create a canonical version of how 
the Carolingian line ascended to authority—  as a hereditary line of fathers and 
sons.

This inclination of the Carolingians to make themselves more like the 
Merovingians than their publicists suggested they were is perhaps most clearly 
evident in the constant divisions of the realm. These divisions, which caused 
all sorts of political trouble when some brothers were excluded or others felt 
they had not been given their fair share, have also proved irritating to modern 
scholars, who have always assumed that a single, centralized monarchy would 
have been the preferred model.87 But division of rule had been a constant 
among the Merovingians,88 and from the beginning of the Carolingian dynas-
ty’s royal rule, all sons—  or at least all capable, legitimate sons—  shared in 
kingship. Charles Martel made his sons Carloman and Pippin the Short co-
heirs as mayors of the palace in 741. Pippin the Short made both his sons 
Charlemagne and Carloman kings. Charlemagne and Louis the Pious ended 
up as sole kings, but that was essentially an accident. The sons of Louis the 
Pious fought each other ruthlessly—  but one cannot help but conclude that 
they would have done the same if Lothar I had been named sole heir. At the 
death of Louis the Pious, the Carolingian dynasty had ruled the Franks for 
close to a century, and family members had internalized the same conviction 
as members of the Merovingian dynasty had held: all men born to the family 
were entitled to be kings.

Interestingly, when the Arnulfings had been mayors of the palace, there 
had been little sense that siblings were co-equals. If one brother took the of-
fice, then other brothers were excluded—  or at best found a different king to 
serve. The only example in the Arnulfing line of brothers serving peacefully 
together as mayors of the palace was the sons of Charles Martel. But this is 
atypical, for there was no king: Charles Martel, though not king himself, acted 
like a king in dividing the Frankish regna, according to Fredegar’s continua-
tor.89 Being a king was thus different from being a mayor of the palace: now 
brothers could be co-equals. The idea that only one son would inherit changed 
once family members became kings. Being a king meant that every relative 
was royal as well—  even ones like Bernard and Wala.

It should thus be clear that the Carolingian dynasty, the way that it was pre-
sented by Einhard and accepted for the next twelve hundred years, is a 
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product of creative memory. Many of the details that modern scholars have 
taken for granted as firmly grounded parts of the story, such as descent from 
Bishop Arnulf of Metz or even the deposition by Pippin the Short of the last 
member of the Merovingian dynasty, are curiously absent from some contem-
porary accounts. Chroniclers’ pruning of the family tree, sometimes silently, 
sometimes with sunny but dubious suggestions of how Carolingian relatives 
departed the picture, indicate that their purpose was never to give a complete 
list of Charlemagne’s ancestors. Paul the Deacon told the story of the paternal 
ancestors of Pippin of Herstal and the annalist of Metz the story of this Pip-
pin’s maternal ancestors, but Einhard passed in silence over anyone ancestral 
to Pippin. Einhard vehemently insisted how little the Merovingians had de-
served to be kings, even while Charlemagne and others at his court attempted 
to create imagined ties with the Merovingian lineage, the lineage that the de-
scendants of Pippin of Herstal themselves seem to have taken for the model of 
how they ought to organize and conceptualize their own family. Saints had 
always been malleable, changing to meet the changing needs of the present. 
The example of the Carolingian dynasty shows that ancestors could be equally 
malleable.
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Western Monasteries and the Carolingians

The publicists of the Carolingian court, as discussed in Chapter 6, sought to 
portray these anointed kings as great Christian leaders. As part of their pro-
gram, they sought to distinguish the Carolingians from their predecessors by 
suggesting that the Christian world of late Merovingian Gaul was decaying 
and corrupt, requiring the strong reforming hand of a new dynasty. For exam-
ple, Alcuin, one of Charlemagne’s chief advisors, wrote around 800 a vita of 
Willibrord, missionary to Frisia a century earlier. Here Pippin of Herstal urges 
Willibrord to exterminate the “thorns of idolatry” and plant the “most pure 
seed of the word of God,” and sends him to Rome for a blessing. Charles 
Martel in turn has Willibrord baptize his son Pippin, whom the saint proph-
esies would “devoutly spread the Christian religion in his realm.”1 The Arnulf-
ing line was thus identified with the extirpation of paganism and the 
establishment of the true faith, in the context of Roman orthodoxy. The 
Merovingian kings who held the throne during Willibrord’s life were not even 
mentioned.

This retrospective effort to portray the Merovingian church as in disarray 
was a great success. Scholars have long accepted the Carolingians’ increased 
control over the church as a positive development, for Frankish monasticism 
and for good government itself. The Carolingians are seen as reforming both 
decayed monasteries and a church structure that had been inappropriately 
taken over by lax bishops, due to the weakness of the final Merovingian kings.2

Some monks, at least two or three hundred years later, looked back on the 
Carolingian era as a golden age, when Charlemagne himself founded and en-
dowed communities of monks.3 Implicit in both the modern and this high 
medieval view is the assumption that late Merovingian churches lacked the 
internal discipline or the religious commitment to survive without royal 
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patronage. Here, however, I shall suggest that by the end of the eighth century, 
if many churches were in need of reform, much of the responsibility for their 
difficulties must be attributed to Charlemagne’s family members, not their 
Merovingian predecessors.

The Modern Image of Merovingian and Carolingian Monasticism

The memory of the Merovingians as essentially pagan had its greatest success 
in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries. There was long a topos that if not 
for the intervention of the Irish abbot Columbanus at the end of the sixth 
century, Christianity itself might not have survived long enough to be revived 
by the Carolingians.4 The Anglo-Saxon missionary Boniface wrote to the pope 
in 742 that “ecclesiastical religion” had been on the decline for some “sixty or 
seventy years.”5 His description of the decline in the Frankish church has often 
been taken as emblematic of a whole sad history of the monasteries before the 
rise of the Carolingians.6 More recently, however, the religiosity of Merovingian 
Gaul has begun to be rehabilitated, and “pagan practices” discussed by writers 
of the period are now seen primarily as literary devices. Scholars now recog-
nize that the image of a flourishing Christian culture in late antiquity, essen-
tially destroyed by fierce Frankish invaders who reduced the churches to 
misery, is false, a product of romanticizing by Renaissance humanists.7

Yet many have continued to assume that Carolingian accomplishments 
necessarily included a thorough overhaul of the monastic life. The image of a 
ninth-century age of ecclesiastical growth and reform is so strong that it has 
been considered very unusual, for example, that the monastery of St.-
Wandrille appears more vigorous and successful in the eighth century than 
the ninth.8 Any difficulties that churches may have experienced before the 
middle of the eighth century are routinely attributed to the last Merovingians. 
Any difficulties from the 840s onward are attributed to the Vikings or to the 
decline of imperial authority under Charlemagne’s grandsons. The age in be-
tween is assumed, almost without discussion, to have been a high point for 
monasticism.

But the difficulties of the Frankish churches under Charles Martel and 
Pippin the Short demonstrate that eighth-century problems cannot merely be 
blamed on the Merovingian kings. Similarly, a wholesale destruction of the 
organized Christian life by Viking raiders is an exaggeration, even though it is 
indisputable that many houses, from St.-Wandrille on the lower Seine to 
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Montier-en-Der on the borders of Lorraine, suffered devastating attacks. But 
Frankish monasteries had been facing serious challenges well before the Vi-
kings came rowing up the rivers, and it trivializes the difficulties they experi-
enced in the ninth and tenth centuries to treat these as the almost inevitable 
results of the weakening of Carolingian central government.9

Between the time of the Merovingian kings and that of the grandsons of 
Charlemagne, scholars have almost uniformly described the relationship be-
tween the kings and the Frankish church as a necessary program of reform. 
For example, when scholars note that during the eighth century most monas-
teries in central Gaul fell into Arnulfing hands or that Charlemagne and his 
successors routinely chose bishops and abbots who would be reliable adminis-
trators of royal interests, this practice has been described as a constitutive ele-
ment of Carolingian good government.10 Some even attempt to give a positive 
twist to the well-documented Carolingian stinginess with gifts to monasteries 
or conclude that the kings must have been more generous to religious houses 
than the sources suggest.11

I shall demonstrate instead that Arnulfing rulers, from Charles Martel 
and Pippin the Short to Charlemagne and Louis the Pious, treated monaster-
ies as royal possessions, from which the kings could obtain land and revenue, 
rather than primarily as holy places that kings should support. The freedom 
these monasteries sought was not the independence from secular meddling in 
elections and liturgical issues embraced by the Gregorian Reform; rather, it 
was an end to having their property taken away and lands devastated. Al-
though the royal practice of making the churches support the kings, rather 
than the other way around, has been taken as a marker of Carolingian suc-
cess,12 I shall argue that in many ways the rise of the Carolingians did not 
contribute to the regularity and well-being of Frankish churches but was in-
stead a disaster for them.

Charles Martel and Church Property

The era of Charles Martel (d. 741) is a generally recognized turning point, in 
which monasteries suffered losses of both property and prestige. The common 
scholarly assumption is that because Charles held power during the reigns of 
the last Merovingian kings, the latter need to bear much of the blame. But the 
evidence does not support this conclusion.

The eighth century was of course a violent period, especially marked by 
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the Saracen incursions into the Frankish realm, which not surprisingly took a 
toll on the churches. Bishop Betto of Langres asked Louis the Pious in 814 to 
confirm him in his possessions and authority in his diocese, saying that all his 
records had been destroyed during the Saracen attacks. According to the 
twelfth-century chronicler of Bèze, the whole Burgundian region was devas-
tated by the Saracens in 731.13 Charles Martel essentially campaigned every 
year, between his long struggle against the Muslims, whom he stopped at 
Poitiers in 73214—  although, less famously, he also had to fight them in Gothia 
five years later—  and his wars against the Frisians, Bavarians, and Saxons, as 
well as against his Frankish rivals. The “Annales Petaviani” found the most 
remarkable feature of the year 740 was that it was a year without a military 
campaign.15 In the next generation, Pippin the Short went to war against 
Waiofar, duke of Aquitaine, and during his campaign laid waste to the coun-
tryside, including houses of monks. “Many monasteries were depopulated,” 
commented the continuator of the Chronica of Fredegar, without emphasis.16

Such devastation had become too commonplace to treat as an aberration.
But the ongoing wars cannot bear the entire blame for the disruptions 

churches suffered. The question is whether the mayor of the palace played an 
active role in this overall decline. Scholars always used to think so. The image 
of Charles Martel in much of the twentieth century was shaped by what might 
almost be termed an urban legend: Charles won at Poitiers because he seized 
church property, “secularized” it, and distributed it to his warrior vassals—
thereby creating feudalism—  allowing them to use their new lands to raise 
horses, develop the stirrup, and defeat the Muslims through heavy cavalry 
charges. Like all good urban legends, this one has possessed remarkable stay-
ing power,17 even though scholars have long pointed out that stirrups first 
appeared in the West only a great deal later, that heavy cavalry had nothing to 
do with the victory at Poitiers, that vassals in the eighth century were generally 
lowborn dependents, not knights, and that even if Charles redistributed land, 
it was as gifts, not fiefs.18

More recently, there has been a concerted effort to rehabilitate Charles, 
now freed of the label of feudalism’s founder. Scholars have argued that in his 
own time he was well regarded for his military triumphs and that the vision of 
Charles as seizing church property to give to laymen only really began in the 
later ninth century.19 It has even been asserted that what was later considered 
confiscation of church property was a perfectly legal appropriation by kings 
and their agents because church property was all really royal property.20 Such 
touching stories as the one in the late eighth-century “Vita Leutfredi,” in 
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which Charles Martel appears as “nobly governing the republic,” a pious 
prince concerned for his soul who prayed fervently for the healing of his son, 
would seem to support a new image of a conscientious and religious leader.21

I would argue, however, that recent efforts at rehabilitation may have 
gone too far and that Charles really did seize church property in a manner that 
created a sharp contrast with his Merovingian predecessors, and churchmen 
were not happy about it. Without attempting to resurrect eighth-century feu-
dalism and the stirrup as subjects of inquiry, there is still plenty of contempo-
rary evidence for Charles Martel and his successors taking the church’s 
possessions—  which cannot easily be explained away as a legal exercise of 
power—  and then either giving it to laymen or keeping it.

Charles seized secular property as well as church property, of course. 
Shortly after his victory at Poitiers, he turned to Burgundy and the Lyonnais, 
where, according to Fredegar’s continuator, many men had become “rebellious 
and disloyal” (rebelles et infideles). He then granted the Lyonnais to his follow-
ers (fidelibus) and had these grants judicially confirmed.22 Of course, the kings 
of a century earlier had also seized property from those who turned against 
them. What was different about Charles is that he did not draw a distinction 
between seizing church property and seizing the property of rebellious secular 
lords, whereas the Merovingians had been careful to do so (Chapter 11).

Difficulties for the churches under Charles Martel are evident in the let-
ters of Boniface, who worked beyond the Rhine with both the papacy’s man-
date and Charles’s intermittent support.23 Boniface himself saw Charles as a 
leader who routinely and improperly seized church property. In a letter to 
King Aethelbald of Mercia, Boniface announced the death of Charles Martel, 
a “destroyer of many monasteries,” who “transferred ecclesiastical goods to his 
own use.”24

Boniface’s negative comments are echoed in another letter that he wrote 
to England. Although he mentions no one by name, he certainly suggests that 
he is alluding to Charles Martel (dead for six years by the time he wrote) or to 
his son.

Any layman, whether emperor or king or someone exercising secular 
power as an official (prefectus) or count, any of these who violently seizes 
a monastery from a bishop, abbot, or abbess, and who begins to rule 
over the monks in place of the abbot, and takes the house’s property (pe-
cunia), which was bought with the blood of Christ: such a layman is one 
of those whom the Fathers of old named a thief and a sacrilege and a 
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murderer of the poor, the devil’s own wolf entering the sheepfold of 
Christ; and may he be damned with the most powerful bonds of anath-
ema before the judgment throne of Christ.25

This is a powerful statement. The triple mention of Christ, as sacrifice and 
good shepherd and final judge, leaves no doubt of Boniface’s position against 
someone who would take church property.

Boniface must have had specific individuals in mind; even a cranky old 
man would not fulminate like this against merely hypothetical cases. The Byz-
antine emperor played no role in Francia in the 740s, and the last Merovingian 
kings were firmly under Arnulfing control. Boniface’s anger was turned on 
someone who exercised “secular power” as a royal official, which could mean 
only Pippin the Short or his late father, Charles Martel. For him the Arnulf-
ings stole church property as “the devil’s own wolves.”

A contemporary and equally vivid portrait of Charles Martel appeared in 
a mid-eighth-century vita of Bishop Eucharius of Orléans. In a vision, the 
bishop saw Prince Charles “tortured in hell.” To check the vision’s veracity, the 
tomb of Charles Martel was opened (significantly by Boniface according to 
the story), and a horrible dragon emerged. Now Eucherius died a few years 
before Charles, so he could not actually have seen the tomb, but the vita ex-
plained the defiled grave as judgment for Charles’s taking church property. 
“He had done cruel violence to a bishop” (Eucherius), and had also “usurped 
the property of other churches” and had then given what he “usurped” to 
“laymen and counts.”26

Charles thus emerges from eighth-century sources as a man who may 
have had admirers but who also seized property that the churches considered 
theirs. If one separates this out from the old debates over the “origins of feu-
dalism,” it may seem almost trivial. After all, many contemporary dukes also 
appropriated ecclesiastical property for their own use. Even if Charles de-
spoiled some churches, one might assert, he had no systematic policy of doing 
so.27 But this was not trivial, for it marked a striking shift in those who ruled 
Francia. The Merovingian kings had rarely taken church property for them-
selves. The Arnulfings frequently did so. In the sixth and seventh centuries, the 
aristocratic enemies of monastic property had been the local or regional lords, 
not the kings.28 The Arnulfings became kings in fact if not in name with 
Charles Martel, but Charles Martel did not behave like a king in the 
Merovingian sense, at least not when it came to church property. He behaved 
like a magnate.
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Back in the 580s, King Guntram had had to resolve a messy political sit-
uation after the murder of his brother Chilperic I, including the problem that 
Chilperic’s potentes had taken the opportunity to appropriate ecclesiastical 
goods. King Guntram ordered it all restored. According to Gregory of Tours, 
although Chilperic’s followers had seized church property, he had not done so 
himself.29 Considering that Gregory was no supporter of Chilperic, his dis-
tinction between the king’s actions and those of his magnates carries special 
weight.

Magnate behavior toward monasteries is further illustrated by the seventh-
century Duke Chatichus/Adalric of Alsace (of the lineage now known as the 
Etichonids; see Chapter 10). According to the vita of Abbot Germanus of 
Grandval, this duke began to “oppress” the monastery’s men as soon as he took 
office. The abbot tried to resist this “enemy of God and Truth” and ended up 
martyred by the duke’s men.30 A similar example, a generation later, is pro-
vided by Duke Drogo of Champagne, Charles Martel’s older half brother.31

He took a villa belonging to the monastery of Tussonval, a dependency of 
St.-Denis. The abbot of Tussonval claimed Drogo had “stolen” or “devastated” 
all his house’s property, including “serfs, flocks, and everything else.” Signifi-
cantly, Drogo was forced to yield his claim by the Merovingian king.32

This king acted in 697, a decade after the Arnulfings had supposedly 
taken firm control both of the Frankish realm and of the Merovingian kings. 
Now Childebert IV issued a royal edict rejecting Drogo’s claim to Tussonval’s 
property. He recalled that his own father, Theoderic III, had confirmed the 
villa to Tussonval in the first place, thus reinforcing the connection between 
Merovingian kings and well-endowed monasteries. Drogo made a half-hearted 
defense, saying that his brother-in-law had obtained the property from Tus-
sonval, and it had then passed to Drogo, but he had no written records to 
support this claim and was not believed. Instead the king ordered him to re-
pair all the damages he had caused and stated that no one in the future should 
try to take this property.

This edict indicates clearly the differences between Merovingian and Ar-
nulfing attitudes toward church property: something to be protected versus 
something to be appropriated. The new race of kings felt none of the concern 
that Gregory of Tours had attributed to Guntram, of a relationship between 
the welfare of churches and of the kingdom. As further discussed in Chapter 
11, the Merovingian kings, at least most of the time, had considered it best to 
remain in the good graces of the monasteries and their saints. These kings were 
frequently high-handed toward bishops, choosing their own (often 
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unsuitable) candidates, as Gregory of Tours said Clothar II chose Badegisel, 
his mayor of the palace, for the see of Le Mans. But they were much less likely 
to show the same preemptory attitude toward monasteries and their prop-
erty.33 Monasteries in the sixth and seventh centuries were both uncommon 
and holy in a way that bishoprics were not. The rise of the Carolingians put 
Frankish monasteries in the same category as everyone else, the category of 
those who had to fear the wrath of the king.

The Call for Reform and the Problem of Precaria

In spite of Boniface’s distrust of Charles Martel, there was one Arnulfing 
whom he believed to have potential for good: Carloman, Charles Martel’s 
oldest son. Boniface and Carloman jointly organized councils that both they 
and modern historians have called “reforming” councils;34 the conclusion is 
generally drawn that there was a great deal in Merovingian monasticism need-
ing reform. But this is the wrong conclusion. If one examines what was criti-
cized in these councils, one finds not corrupt or semipagan monasteries (much 
less lax Merovingian royal leadership) but rather bishops who were ineffective 
Christian rulers, allowing their flocks to go astray. The heresy and paganism 
that Boniface feared was a danger for the lay population, not for monks.35

Boniface argued that a council was necessary because negligent bishops 
allowed people to wear amulets, consult auguries, or celebrate January 1. 
Quoting Caesarius of Arles from two centuries earlier, he said that it availed 
nothing to act like a Christian, praying, giving alms, and attending church, if 
one followed such sacrilegious practices.36 In particular, Boniface maintained 
that the Frankish bishops were no longer taking a leadership role. Writing in 
742, he described the final decades of the seventh century and the first half of 
the eighth as a time of serious institutional weakness. The last Frankish synod, 
he said, had been held some eighty years earlier, that is, in the 660s.37 In the 
years since, when the bishops did not hold synods, they also “did not have 
archbishops, and did not found or renovate churches.” Worst of all, many 
episcopal sees were taken by “greedy laymen” or, at best, by corrupt clerics who 
turned them to “secular” uses. The answer for Boniface was a synod, to be held 
by Carloman, “duke of the Franks.” The bishops could not be trusted to hold 
a synod on their own.38

His letters would date the start of ecclesiastical decline to about the same 
time as Pippin of Herstal was consolidating his power. Boniface’s comments 
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may have been somewhat rhetorical, but he was right that under the Arnulfing 
mayors of the palace the Frankish bishops rarely if ever held synods.39 Other 
evidence suggests a break in many episcopal lists in the last quarter of the 
seventh century, especially in regions of Arnulfing conquest, and that a higher 
proportion of the episcopate was composed of laymen or of pluralists than had 
been the case in the sixth century. It should thus not be surprising that one of 
the last Merovingian-era councils was devoted to the problem of bishops who 
lived and behaved like secular lords.40 The situation of the monasteries, how-
ever, was not addressed at these councils—  except when the Arnulfings wanted 
monastic property. Then Charles Martel and his successors were described not 
as the solution but rather as a key part of the problem.

Boniface’s synods have to be considered in the context of precaria. These 
were grants that would now be considered extended leases, by which a church 
made a temporary donation, generally recorded in writing, to a layman, most 
commonly for his lifetime, in return for an annual payment. Although there 
are some similarities between precaria and conditional grants in late Roman 
law, the medieval form appears to have developed only in the eighth century.41

Precaria and their relationship to the seizure of ecclesiastical goods were first 
addressed in the synod over which Carloman presided in 742 (a year after the 
death of Charles Martel), a synod attended by Boniface and the bishops of 
Austrasia.

This council was concerned with both religious belief and church disci-
pline. It rejected various practices labeled as pagan and forbade priests from 
being fornicators or adulterers, carrying arms, or hunting with dogs. But among 
these items of church discipline the council began by ordaining that a synod be 
held every year from then on and that at these synods “property of which the 
churches had been defrauded should be restored and returned to them.”42

The question of restoring property to the church would not have been 
such a central one—  this statement was indeed in the first canon of the synod’s 
decisions—  had not churches at the time been losing what they considered 
rightfully theirs. And the problem was centered on the Arnulfings themselves. 
In a second synod, held at Estinnes the following year, Carloman admitted as 
much. The canons began with fulminations against adulterous or fornicating 
clerics and ordered that monasteries follow Benedict’s Rule, but they also ad-
dressed precaria that monasteries and other churches had been making. Specif-
ically, they had made them to Carloman.43

Precaria in themselves, of course, should not be considered automatically 
as a sign of secularized church property (any more than they should be treated 
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as proto-fiefs). Bishops and abbots throughout the early Middle Ages made 
temporary grants, sometimes to a layman whose friendship they sought to 
cultivate, often in order to generate income from a piece of property located 
an uncomfortable distance from the church.44 There are also instances of a 
precarial grant functioning as a post obitum gift: a layman granted a piece of 
property to a church and then received it back, in precaria, for his lifetime.

But precarial grants were readily subject to abuse because they involved 
the granting of ecclesiastical property for extended periods to a layman, with 
little way to enforce its return.45 In discussing precarial grants at his synod of 
Estinnes, Carloman doubtless addressed practices that had grown up under 
his father, as well as in his own Austrasian territories. That precarial grants 
were one of the first issues churchmen wanted to present to the prince, at a 
synod called specifically to address ecclesiastical abuses, certainly indicates that 
this was a real problem in the eighth century.

At the council, Carloman argued that the precaria he received from 
Frankish churches were completely justifiable: they were intended to support 
the army in a time of war and invasions.46 Further, he promised to pay a 
solidus—  twelve pennies—  a year for each of the households on the land he had 
received and to return the property if the precarial grant was a source of pov-
erty (paupertas) for the churches. The provision for restitution in case of pov-
erty certainly suggests that such precarial grants could be a real hardship—  and
also contains a hint that these grants were not always made voluntarily.47 Fi-
nally, the synod made it clear that a precarial grant should not be made in 
perpetuity but would at most last for a generation: when one of the house-
holders died, for whom Carloman had been paying an annual solidus, that 
property would revert to the church. The precarial grant could still be renewed 
if the princeps—  Carloman—  judged it necessary, but it would have to be writ-
ten up as a new agreement.

An example of a problematic precarial grant is provided by the bishopric 
of Le Mans. In the 720s the count Rothgar and his son had taken over the 
bishopric, apparently with the cooperation of Charles Martel. Both were lay-
men, but according to the Actus of the bishops of Le Mans, written a century 
later, “the people” clamored for a real bishop, so Rothgar made his unlearned 
second son bishop—  he was at least a cleric. Under this bishop, Gauziolenus, 
property belonging to the bishopric began to be granted to laymen in precaria.
One of Gauziolenus’s surviving charters in fact specifies that he made such a 
grant “at the orders” (per jussionem) of King Pippin.48 This is just the sort of 
precarial grant that became such a source of concern at Carloman’s councils.
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And sometimes ecclesiastical property was simply taken without even the 
pretext of a precarial grant. In 746 Carloman restored to the twin abbeys of 
Stavelot and Malmedy some property that the abbot said Pippin of Herstal 
(his grandfather) had originally given to the houses by testament but that had 
improperly and unjustly ended up in Carloman’s own hands, malo ordine and 
iniuste. Carloman said in his charter for Stavelot-Malmedy that the abbot had 
produced Pippin’s testament and that he himself had read it and found it 
verum.49 Because Stavelot-Malmedy had been one of the Pippinids’ earliest 
monastic foundations, established by the mayor of the palace Grimoald I in 
the seventh century with the assistance of King Sigibert III, it is striking that 
within a generation of its foundation family members were appropriating its 
property.

Carloman’s recognition of the problem of church property in lay hands, 
along with his synods, have made him look to modern scholars like at least a 
potential restorer of church property.50 But he was not typical of the Arnulf-
ings, and his sudden decision to head off to Rome and enter a monastery put 
an end to any project of church reform. Significantly the son of Charles Mar-
tel himself saw deep-seated difficulties in the Frankish church, even though he 
was unable to deal with them beyond restoring some property under his own 
control that appears to have been taken by Charles Martel on the death of his 
own father.

The Frankish churches continued to remember the Arnulfings as those 
who appropriated ecclesiastical goods. Around 780 the bishop of Marseille 
was able to recover some of his church’s property by successfully asserting in 
Charlemagne’s court that it had been secularized by Charles Martel, who had 
given it to a powerful layman whose family still held it.51 In fact this church 
may have lost the property under Pippin the Short, rather than Charles Mar-
tel, but it is suggestive that the bishop blamed Charles—  and if the problem 
actually arose under Pippin, then that indicates that succeeding Arnulfings 
continued to confiscate church property. Pippin was perfectly capable of gen-
erosity to monasteries—  he made gifts to “churches, monasteries, and the 
poor” when he felt himself dying.52 But he, like his father Charles Martel and 
brother Carloman, also seized monastic property, even after becoming king.

None of Charlemagne’s own capitularies on ecclesiastical issues addressed 
a need to restore church property, indicating that for him such restoration was 
not a priority.53 Yet the problem of property appropriated by kings or royal 
agents eventually became such a concern that there developed a specific pro-
cedure to report it. A formula drawn up in the second half of the eighth 
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century records the proper way to complain to the king that one of his agents 
had improperly seized a church’s possessions.54 The formula appears based on 
a real complaint from the abbot of Murbach, issued shortly after Charlemagne 
became king in 768. In it, the abbot complains to the king that the royal 
agents had despoiled the monastery of goods acquired through pious gifts. 
The problem was clearly both common and serious enough that it was worth 
creating a formula to use when it occurred.55 Another eighth-century formula 
insisted wistfully that precarial grants should be for one lifetime only.56

Charlemagne himself, in a council at Herstal in 779, made a distinction 
between precaria granted “voluntarily” (spontaneo voluntate) and precaria
granted at the king’s command (de verbo regis).57 The clear sense was that the 
king could order churches to grant precaria to his followers even if they would 
not have done so voluntarily, and the monasteries had to obey. Soon someone 
making a gift of property to a church would anticipate receiving it back again, 
and indeed would hope for even more. As Charlemagne commented at the 813 
Council of Tours, in the context of a church’s “rectors” granting gifts back to 
the donors in nomine precarie, “Hardly anyone gives his goods to a church, 
without receiving back as much as he gave, or indeed two or three times as 
much.”58

Precarial grants continued to be an issue for the Frankish churches in the 
following generations, as can be seen in two charters copied into the Gesta of 
Bishop Aldric of Le Mans. Their authenticity might be questioned, as they 
form part of the Le Mans forgeries, but that does not reduce their usefulness 
here: either they were two authentic statements on precaria from the 830s or 
else they were statements that were carefully prepared a decade or two later, 
and thus included only details that the forger’s readers would readily 
accept.59

In the first of these, one Bavo asked for some property of the cathedral of 
Le Mans to be given to him in precaria, which indeed it was, by direct “order” 
of Emperor Louis the Pious. Although Bavo agreed to pay the bishop twenty-
five solidi a year, this was not the property’s real value, for half a dozen years 
later, according to the second charter, he began to think of the salvation of the 
soul and worry that it had been alienated from the church “through his greed.” 
The property was further identified as being held in beneficio from the em-
peror. Authentic or specially confected, the charters give a lucid picture of 
ecclesiastical attitudes toward precarial grants: they were greedy appropria-
tions of ecclesiastical possessions, and the Carolingian royal family was deeply 
involved.
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Charlemagne, Louis the Pious, and Church Order

Just as the councils of the 740s have been taken as indicating a need for mo-
nastic reform, so Charlemagne’s “Admonitio generalis,” with its statement that 
it was crucial to “correct what is erroneous,” has been assumed to show that 
much in Frankish monasticism needed correcting.60 But the “Admonitio” was 
addressed to secular clerics and to laymen as much as to monks and had more 
to say about faulty Latin and proper Sabbath observance than about corrupt 
monastic practices. Many of its canons are derived from a list of canons sent 
to Charlemagne by Pope Hadrian I61 and thus are more illustrative of what the 
Roman pontiff thought important than actual conditions in Francia.

The major advance in Carolingian-era monasticism to which scholars 
normally point is that monasteries were all ordered to follow the Benedictine 
Rule. Benedict of Aniane had promoted the Rule in the eighth century; it was 
certainly observed at some Frankish houses in his time but generally in a 
“mixed” form. This “second Benedict” interested the Carolingians in promul-
gating Benedict of Nursia’s rule as the sole Rule of their realm, as Charlemagne 
indeed ordered at the 813 Council of Chalon-sur-Saône.62 Louis the Pious 
again ordered adherence to the Benedictine Rule for monasteries and gave 
canons a semimonastic Rule of their own at his council at Aachen in 816.63

This effort to establish uniformity of monastic rule has often been taken as 
another sign of monastic debility before the age of Charlemagne.64

But a diversity of Rules need not imply monasticism in disarray. Similarly, 
Charlemagne’s orders, reflected in his “Capitulare de villis,”65 that monasteries 
carry out systematic surveys of their property should not suggest monastic 
decadence and in fact can be given a more sinister interpretation. The “Capit-
ulare de villis” was not the first effort to make churches spell out what they 
owned. Pippin the Short had ordered the churches of his realm to create a 
descriptio of their holdings, an injunction that Charlemagne repeated. At St.-
Wandrille, the Gesta of the abbots reports that in 787 a complete enumeration 
of the abbey’s dependent mansi was made at Charlemagne’s orders.66 Someone 
who considered that a monastery’s property was really his own would have 
been very interested in having that property fully inventoried.

For there is plenty of evidence that Charlemagne and his heirs controlled 
ecclesiastical property. When Count Hugh of Tours made an exchange of 
property with the monastery of Wissembourg in 820, the agreement had to be 
approved by the emperor, Louis the Pious, for the monastery’s property was 
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said to be “in his hands.”67 Wissembourg has a large number of seventh- and 
eighth-century documents, and yet in none of them had royal permission 
been required as it now was. In the next generation, Louis the Pious and 
Queen Judith granted the monastery of Ferrières a cell, St.-Josse, which the 
monks had Charles the Bald confirm in 841. But just a few years later Charles 
gave the same cell to one of his counts, explaining himself to the monks by 
saying that he did so out of “some necessity.” Abbot Lupus, understandably 
distraught and referring to the count as a man of “dangerous greed,” tried to 
remind the king that it had been his own mother’s wish that Ferrières have the 
cell and that the king himself had confirmed it, but the best Lupus could ob-
tain from Charles was a promise that whenever the count died or decided to 
give up the cell—  because the king gave him something else instead—  he would 
ensure that it returned to the monks.68

Whereas under the Merovingians a monastery might be considered a 
royal monastery if it enjoyed special privileges from the kings and queens, in 
the Carolingian era the giving of gifts went the other way: monasteries were 
expected to make gifts to the kings. This expectation was spelled out at Aachen 
in 819, when Louis the Pious ordered twenty-five Frankish monasteries to give 
him dona—  an order also extended to dozens more monasteries in the Midi 
and east of the Rhine.69 For each Louis indicated whether each owed him 
dona, dona plus military service, or merely prayers for the royal family. Even 
here it was clear: those prayers were owed, not just something the monks were 
glad to offer.

The military service was indeed expected not just of monasteries but of 
bishoprics. A generation later Hincmar of Reims tried to justify churches’ 
property holdings—  which he recognized was contrary to the New Testament 
account of early Christians getting rid of all their possessions—  in part by 
noting that Frankish churches were obligated to provide military service to the 
state. This obligation cost a church, he estimated, a fifth of its income to pay 
for its soldiers, because they were not given a stipend “from public resources.”70

Such military service seemed perfectly normal to Hincmar; it was what the 
Carolingians required.

The monasteries Louis listed as owing dona were not all of the monasteries 
in the Empire, because there are certainly others known to have had monks at 
the time. In the Burgundy–southern Champagne region (further detailed in 
Appendix I), the list included only Ferrières, Nesle, Moûtier-St.-Jean, Flavi-
gny, St.-Seine, and Melun. It may well be significant that the list included 
none of the monasteries that Queen Balthildis had called the “senior basilicas” 
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of Gaul, St.-Denis of Paris, St.-Germain of Auxerre, St.-Médard of Soissons, 
St.-Pierre-le-Vif of Sens, St.-Aignan of Orléans, and St.-Martin of Tours (Mar-
moutier). For her, houses were to be listed as receiving immunities from royal 
interference; for Louis the Pious, the houses on his list were there to serve the 
king.

Curiously, the imperial demand for gifts has sometimes been interpreted 
as part of the monastic reform movement, as related to the establishment of 
the Rule of Benedict of Nursia at Frankish monasteries. But the houses on the 
list already housed regular monks. Many had received privileges from bishops 
and sometimes from the Carolingian kings. Regularity and royal privilege did 
not, however, result in freedom from oversight in the ninth century; instead 
they meant royal control.

Exemptions and Protection

The uneasy relationship between the Carolingians and the Frankish church is 
illustrated by their use of privileges of exemption. The Merovingians had used 
such exemptions as well (as discussed in Chapter 11), but the institution 
changed fundamentally during the eighth century. Scholars used to take the 
granting of royal exemptions as a sign of weakness, as one more indication that 
the Merovingian line was debilitated. But more recent analyses have revealed 
that exemptions were a sign of strength, not weakness.71 Kings and queens 
prohibited anyone from invading monasteries as a sign both of their piety and 
of their power, and because the prayers of grateful monks, as the vita of Queen 
Balthildis stated, would help assure the kingdom’s peace and stability.72

Here a significant development is the appearance of Carolingian “protec-
tion” of monasteries (tuitio), the word “protection” carrying somewhat omi-
nous overtones. Grants of exemption changed from prohibitions against 
entry—  by either the king himself or his agents—  to a rather more paternalistic 
type of protection, where it was clear that a monastery was safe only as long as 
it was firmly under the royal eye.73 Indeed, this “protection” might better be 
termed control.74 It was in many ways the opposite of a Merovingian-era ex-
emption. Earlier kings had promised that neither they nor their agents would 
intervene; now the Carolingians promised intervention, even if supposedly for 
a monastery’s own good.75

This new form of protection began innocuously enough with a seventh-
century incident. A Merovingian king was concerned about the “illegal attacks 
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by evil men” on a monastery and placed it under the protection of his mayor 
of the palace, sub mundeburde vel defensione. The royal charter does not sur-
vive, but Marculf used it as a model in his formulary.76 The charter that Mar-
culf used may be the earliest example of this new kind of protection, 
suggesting—  as does its specific mention of the maiores domi nostri—that it 
was an innovation of the Arnulfings themselves.77

The concept that mayors of the palace would exercise such “protection” 
was immediately taken up, even without an illegal attack by evil men. For 
example, Pippin of Herstal and his wife confirmed Willibrord’s foundation of 
Echternach in 706 by saying that they took the house “under our defense and 
that of our heirs.”78 The couple went on to say that after Willibrord died the 
monks might elect a new abbot—  as long as he was faithful (fidelis) to Pippin 
and his heirs, and as long as the house continued under their “protection and 
defense” (mundiburdio vel defensione). The Arnulfings clearly wanted to in-
volve themselves in the house’s affairs.79 This kind of protection quickly re-
placed the granting of liberties to monasteries that had been the Merovingian 
norm.

Carolingian privileges conveyed not freedom but control. The Gesta of 
Bishop Aldric of Le Mans speaks explicitly of Pippin the Short taking the 
monastery of St.-Calais under his mundeburdo vel tuitione as a gesture of au-
thority: Pippin did so to keep their house out of the hands of the local bishop.80

Whether or not Pippin actually used such terms in relation to St.-Calais, a 
mid-ninth-century author could incorporate these terms into his text and ex-
pect his readers to assume that Pippin intended authority and control. In case 
anyone might somehow miss the point, the author added to the phrase mun-
deburdo vel tuitione the words vel dominatione.

This domination of the Frankish churches by the Carolingians was quite 
real. The same section of the Gesta of Bishop Aldric relates how the abbot of 
St.-Calais was three times summoned before Emperor Louis at Aachen, and 
three times failed to appear, thus demonstrating according to the author that 
he was “disobedient and contumacious.” This disobedience was enough that 
Louis ruled against the abbot. The emperor went through the motions of ask-
ing those assembled at Aachen, both laymen and clergy, for their opinions, but 
the decision against someone who had disobeyed an imperial summons was 
clearly the emperor’s. His decision was made with his own “full authority,” not 
“with the consent” of the clergy and laymen present but rather “before” them 
(coram illis).81

The author of the Gesta found it entirely appropriate that Louis so rule, 
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not simply because his own hero, Aldric, had won, but because he expected his 
ninth-century audience to take such imperial decisions for granted. The au-
thor followed up with a few papal decretals taken from the collections of 
Isidore of Seville, stating that those who do not answer a repeated summons 
to court should be ruled against.82 But the precedent he tried to establish did 
not in fact work, for the pope’s decisions he cited all concerned ecclesiastical 
courts. His use of examples of ecclesiastical courts to justify the actions of the 
imperial court is telling. For him there could be no doubt that the emperor 
could make valid rulings in ecclesiastical cases.

Laymen in Monasteries and Bishoprics

It has long been noted that “lay abbots,” that is, laymen who received the 
revenues from a monastery and directed its affairs, were much more common 
in the Carolingian than the Merovingian era.83 The monk Notker, writing a 
“Life” of Charlemagne three generations after the emperor’s death, took it for 
granted that kings would control monasteries and use these political plums as 
gifts both to bishops and to laymen. Notker has Charlemagne explain the 
benefit of such gifts: “With a piece of fiscal property or a manor, with a little 
abbey or a church, I can make me as good or better a faithful vassal than any 
count or bishop!”84 Notker here, as well as equating counts and bishops as 
royal vassals, has the emperor equate land and churches as suitable gifts for 
laymen. Both, Notker assumes, were royal property.85

Rewarding political allies with the office of abbot was a new practice in 
the period. If political leaders entered monasteries in the Merovingian period, 
it was as exiles, tonsured to keep them out of the way; royal councillors and 
allies did not take monasteries as rewards. The roots of this practice, however, 
go back to when the Arnulfings were mayors of the palace. When studying the 
monasteries and bishoprics where they named the abbots or made sure the 
bishops took the correct political line, scholars have focused on the question 
of where the Arnulfings and Pippinids had their original seats of power.86 Yet 
the authority the family wielded over religious houses reveals much more. It 
reveals a pattern of controlling ecclesiastical office even before the Arnulfings 
became kings.

Scholars have often attributed the lower number of lay abbots before the 
eighth century to a less astute political use of monasteries by the Merovingian 
dynasty. It has been surprisingly easy to represent the Carolingians’ imposition 
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of secular lords onto religious houses as a positive good.87 Alternately, if the 
prevalence of lay abbots is seen as due to ninth-century aristocrats seizing 
power, then they are considered to be in rebellion against state control. In ei-
ther case, lay abbots are assumed to serve a political function.88 Thus scholars 
studying the distribution of abbatial offices to the Carolingians’ followers have 
generally treated this as an exercise in state-building.89 But if one looks at the 
appointment of lay abbots from the point of view of the churches, one sees a 
different picture.

Eigenkirchen, churches closely controlled by laymen, are sometimes con-
sidered one of the abuses that the Carolingians had to work against—  but in 
fact this practice became common for the first time only under Charlem-
agne.90 In Alsace, for example, in the seventh century great lords had at most 
put monasteries under the direction of a clerical relative, but in the ninth 
century the counts acted as abbots themselves.91 Indeed, the Carolingian kings 
also held Eigenkirchen. For example, Charlemagne became abbot of the Alsa-
tian monastery of Murbach during the 790s.92 Hugh “the Abbot,” of the pow-
erful Welf family, took over many Burgundian monasteries in the middle of 
the ninth century, usually having been given them by his cousin, Charles the 
Bald. In Auxerre, he was abbot both of St.-Germain and of St.-Julien—  the
latter even though it was a house of nuns.93 Conversely, Lothar II’s daughter 
Gisela became lay abbot of the monastery of Fosses at the end of the ninth 
century, hers by gift of her cousin Louis the Child—  even though she was a 
woman and it was a male monastery.94

The bishopric of Metz, the see of the man whom the Carolingians claimed 
as their ancestor, remained vacant for twenty-five years, from when Bishop 
Angilram died in 791 until two years after Charlemagne’s death. The best ex-
planation for this long vacancy is that the see was held vacant for Pippin the 
Hunchback, Charlemagne’s oldest but disinherited son. Pippin had rebelled 
against his father not long after Angilram’s death but was allowed to live, 
though cloistered, finally dying just a few years before the emperor.95 Even the 
reestablishment of bishops in the see of Metz had a family aspect: in the 820s, 
Drogo, half brother of Louis the Pious, was made bishop there, and although 
the so-called Astronomer said that the “clergy and people” clamored for Drogo 
and assured his readers that Drogo was following a canonical rule at the time, 
it is hard to see this “election” as other than royal control of the see.96

Charlemagne rewarded some of his most loyal counselors as well as family 
members by making them abbots or bishops. For example, he appointed a 
member of his royal court as bishop of Le Mans at the end of the eighth 
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century and, as a great favor, restored to his candidate some of that bishopric’s 
property that he himself had taken.97 One Hucbertus, called a magnificus vir,
became under Charlemagne abbot of St.-Marcel of Chalon, a house originally 
founded and endowed by the Merovingian kings.98 Alcuin, Charlemagne’s 
trusted advisor and the head of the palace school, was made abbot of Ferrières 
and of St.-Loup of Troyes by the king around 782; he also served as abbot of 
St.-Martin of Tours and became abbot of Flavigny a short time later. The au-
thor of Alcuin’s vita tried to excuse this pluralism by saying that God had 
found him worthy of heading all these houses.99 After Alcuin died, Flavigny 
was given to one Apollinaris “as a gift from the emperor” according to the 
monastery’s later chronicle. Apollinaris also headed multiple houses, for he 
was in addition abbot of Moûtier-St.-Jean and of St.-Bénigne of Dijon.100

The so-called Astronomer, writing during the reign of Charles the Bald, 
took it for granted that Charlemagne and his successors should control the 
church’s most important offices. Referring to Aquitaine, he said that Charlem-
agne had settled both counts and abbots there, all of them his vassi, with a 
primary duty to serve the king. Similarly, Charlemagne was said to have 
“tightly bound” all the bishops of the region to young Louis the Pious “in 
whatever way was available.” Bishops’ first obedience, the Astronomer as-
sumed, was to their king.101

These loyal bishops were given increased authority over Frankish monas-
teries. Synods from Carloman’s forward had treated the bishops as suitable 
protectors of the monastic life, rather than seeing them as potential threats to 
the sanctity of that life, as had been the case in the Merovingian period.102 But 
if, as often happened, the local bishop was more interested in a monastery’s 
property than in the regularity of its life, then the house could not appeal to 
the king, as Merovingian monasteries had once done.

To a large extent of course the Carolingians really were concerned about 
the welfare of the churches of their realm. But while the Merovingians had 
seen staying well away from the churches and their property as a chief way to 
guarantee their sanctity, the Carolingians believed that they could best pro-
mote Christianity from within the ecclesiastical structure. Louis the Pious’s 
works, according to his biographer, showed that “not only was he a king, but 
even more so a priest.” As a priest, a sacerdos, it was entirely appropriate that 
he ensure that the secular clergy in his regnum were thoroughly educated, 
rather than spending their time in warlike activities, and that monasticism in 
Aquitaine, which had “fallen into ruin,” be restored.103 There is an ironic con-
trast here between the young king who becomes a virtual priest, and the real 
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priests who have to be warned against the weapons and the horseback exercises 
that the biographer had earlier indicated were signs of royal rule.

Passages like these have earned Louis the nickname “the Pious,” appearing 
to distinguish the warrior Charlemagne from his rather weak and priest-ridden
son.104 But such an invidious comparison was not the biographer’s intention. 
He had, after all, depicted Louis with weapons in his hand from the time he 
got out of diapers and leading his men into glorious battle in his teens. For 
him royal priesthood was not a sign of weakness but a sign of control. As high 
priest of the realm, it was natural that all churchmen defer to him and that all 
churches be treated as his property.

The Carolingians at St.-Wandrille

The authority the Carolingians wielded over the Frankish churches can be 
demonstrated by the example of St.-Wandrille (Fontenelle). Pippin of Herstal’s 
grandson Hugh (d. 730/2) became simultaneously bishop of Rouen, Paris, and 
Bayeux, as well as abbot of St.-Wandrille and of Jumièges, at the instigation of 
his uncle Charles Martel.105 Hugh appears to have been close to Charles, per-
haps because he, unlike the rest of Charles’s half brothers and nephews, was in 
the church and thus did not represent a challenge for authority in Francia. The 
early ninth-century Gesta author at St.-Wandrille had trouble with this ar-
rangement, knowing it was “against the canons,” and said that these churches 
had been a “royal prize.” However, he was reluctant to say anything directly 
against Hugh or members of his family because Hugh, though a pluralist, 
ended up being very generous to St.-Wandrille; the chronicler said that he was 
“noble by blood, but not less so in religion.” Therefore, to explain how Hugh 
acquired all his offices, he asserted (somewhat unconvincingly) that it was not 
due to any “perverse greed” or “secular arrogance” but rather in order that the 
church’s heritage be preserved and that Hugh have the opportunity to make 
gifts.106

The author showed a real ambivalence whether to connect his monastery 
to the Merovingians or the Carolingians. He ended up attempting a balancing 
act, trying to connect his house with both. But while he found plenty to praise 
in both lineages, criticisms were leveled solely at the Carolingians.107 He at-
tempted to connect his monastery to both lines of kings in the opening of the 
Gesta, while discussing Saint Wandregesil, founder and first abbot of the house 
in the seventh century. Wandregesil, he said, was a first cousin of Pippin of 
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Herstal, a piece of information he probably obtained from the vita of Bishop 
Ansbert of Rouen, written a century and a half earlier.108 The ninth-century 
Gesta author fleshed out this connection between the founding abbot and 
Pippin, saying that their fathers, Waltechisus and Ansegesil (also known as 
Anschisus), were brothers.109

But in the very next sentence after establishing a connection with the 
Arnulfings, the chronicler of St.-Wandrille said that Saint Wandregesil was 
educated in the court of the “most glorious king Dagobert” in the “most 
noble” manner. He added that his house was founded on land given by Erchi-
noald, mayor of the palace for Dagobert’s son Clovis II.110 Erchinoald was not 
an Arnulfing, but a ninth-century author, knowing that the Carolingians had 
begun as the mayors of the palace, would probably have assumed so—  indeed,
he wrote at the same time as Einhard was attempting to suggest that no non-
Arnulfing had ever been mayor. Then, having established connections between 
Saint Wandregesil and both the Merovingians and the Arnulfings, the author 
made clear that the Merovingian connection was more valuable.

A generous donation made to St.-Wandrille and its subsequent fate illus-
trates the change the author saw accompanying the transition from 
Merovingian to Arnulfing rule.111 In the 670s Childeric II, along with his 
queen and the chief men of his court, made a large gift of property. In the 
730s, however, Abbot Teutsind started granting his monastery’s possessions 
away, both to his own relatives and to the “ruler’s men,” until according to the 
ninth-century chronicler a third was gone, including King Childeric’s pious 
donation from half a century earlier. A certain count took what Childeric had 
given, originally as a precaria for which he agreed to pay sixty solidi a year. But 
the property had still not been returned by the 780s, and by then the sixty 
solidi were no longer being paid.112 The contrast here was clear between the 
period of the Merovingian kings, whose generosity helped establish the for-
tunes of St.-Wandrille, and of the Arnulfings, especially if, as appears most 
likely, Abbot Teutsind was an Arnulfing appointee.

This was not an isolated example. When the Gesta author described a gift 
that Clovis II confirmed, he copied portions of the royal charter into his nar-
rative. He did so again when describing how Pippin of Herstal, with his wife 
and sons, gave St.-Wandrille the little monastery of Fleury that Pippin had 
founded in the Vexin. But there was a significant difference. Clovis’s confirma-
tion was described as the generous response to a request. Pippin’s gift was said 
to be in reaction to the “guilt” he felt after he had driven Bishop Ansbert of 
Rouen from his see—  a bishop who was also abbot of St.-Wandrille—  so that 
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the bishop died in exile.113 The author was interested not only in what was 
given but why. St.-Wandrille’s transition from a monastery that regularly re-
ceived gifts from Merovingian kings to one controlled by the Arnulfings has 
sometimes been taken as emblematic of a transfer of power to a new royal 
lineage.114 But more than a political change was involved, in the eyes of the 
ninth-century Gesta author. The Merovingians had come to the monastery to 
make gifts. The Arnulfings, who came to appoint the abbots, were generous 
only under duress.

Indeed, the author of the Gesta seems if anything to have toned down his 
sources’ suspicion of the Arnulfings. The vita of Bishop Ansbert of Rouen, 
written shortly after Ansbert’s death around 700, is far more critical. In this 
account, a Merovingian prince, the future Theoderic III, is out hunting, comes 
across the saint working in the vineyards, and predicts that Ansbert will be a 
great and revered Christian leader. Significant is who makes this (correct) pre-
diction. Theoderic, an adolescent, is still able to recognize exceptional spiritual 
qualities. He goes on to be very generous to the monastery and gives the 
monks a privilege of exemption. In sharp contrast, Pippin of Herstal, mayor 
of the palace, is influenced by the “enemy of all humankind” to accuse Ansbert 
of things he had not done and to drive him into exile, where he dies. The dead 
saint’s body almost immediately begins to work miracles while carried home 
to Rouen. Pippin, whom the vita author compares to Nero to make sure the 
point is not missed, felt so rebuked by these miracles that he ended up making 
St.-Wandrille a large gift.115 This vita was among the sources for the author of 
the Gesta a century later, an author who carefully did not accuse an Arnulfing 
of diabolical inspiration. But it is still clear that even in the heyday of Carolin-
gian authority, they were not perceived at this monastery as friends of the 
monks.

Thus, in spite of intermittent efforts to avoid accusing the Carolingians 
too strongly of being enemies of the church, the early ninth-century St.-
Wandrille author preferred to remember the Merovingian era as a time of 
monastic prosperity. The perception of the Carolingians as glorious supporters 
of monasticism only began to take hold in the later ninth century. The author 
of the Jumièges version of the vita of Hugh, abbot of both Jumièges and St.-
Wandrille in the early eighth century, lacked any of the ambivalence toward 
the Carolingians of the earlier St.-Wandrille author—  who was, however, his 
principal source. Writing in the second half of the ninth century, the Jumièges 
author proudly made Hugh a son of Charlemagne (instead of a nephew of 
Charles Martel) and said he was made bishop by the emperor and then retired 
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to Jumièges. His account seems quite confused, both genealogically and 
chronologically, but it is clear that he had rewritten his source, the Gesta of the 
abbots of St.-Wandrille, to give Charlemagne a much more central and posi-
tive role.116

Saint Dagobert at St.-Denis

A preference for the Merovingians rather than the Carolingians, even at the 
time of their greatest hegemony, may also be seen in the “Gesta Dagoberti,” 
composed at St.-Denis in the first half of the ninth century to commemorate 
the Merovingian king buried at the monastery.117 It is striking that St.-Denis, 
where Pippin the Short was anointed as king by the pope, along with his wife 
and sons, and where both he and Charles Martel were buried, should have 
chosen to describe as a saint a king from the lineage that Pippin the Short 
deposed.118

The “Gesta Dagoberti” has never received much scholarly attention, both 
because it is very derivative, with large sections lifted straight out of the Chron-
ica of Fredegar, and because it was written two centuries after its subject lived 
and is thus not a trustworthy witness to Dagobert’s actual deeds.119 But this 
very remoteness means that the text is highly revelatory of the way that a 
monk at one of Francia’s most important monasteries conceptualized a saintly 
exemplar of kingship. In his opening line, the anonymous author insists on 
the fundamental Christianity of Dagobert’s family: Dagobert’s father, Clothar 
II, was “fourth in line from Clovis, the first king of the Franks to convert to 
the worship of God.”120

And yet at the same time the author glorified the Merovingians, he also 
made some efforts to tie Dagobert to the Carolingians. He calls Dagobert’s 
mother Bertrada, the same name as Charlemagne’s mother, even though nei-
ther Fredegar nor the Liber historiae Francorum gives Dagobert’s mother’s 
name. He has young Dagobert undertake his studies with Bishop Arnulf of 
Metz, considered in the ninth century to be the ancestor of Charlemagne.121

But both of these cases carried a subtle suggestion that the Merovingian king 
was superior to the later Carolingians: a woman and a bishop were no match 
for an activist king.

The most Christian king Dagobert, according to his hagiographer, showed 
his sanctity primarily through generosity to the church of St.-Denis: “He en-
riched churches and priests and the poor and pilgrims.” He made gifts to 



Monasteries and the Carolingians 149

embellish the church, from the martyrs’ tombs to the crucifix on the high 
altar, as well as donating revenues from an annual market and from tolls that 
he collected.122 In addition, Dagobert made St.-Denis his “heir” for a good 
deal of land and other property, including the one hundred cows he had been 
receiving from Le Mans. Indeed, the list of what he gave the church is specific 
enough that it seems most likely that the ninth-century author had authentic 
charters of Dagobert in front of him. He is even able to present the gifts that 
the king’s brother-in-law made as redounding to the king’s advantage, because 
he agreed to them. King Dagobert’s death, according to the ninth-century 
author, filled everyone with unbearable sorrow. He made further gifts by tes-
tament, charging his sons with ensuring that the testament was properly car-
ried out and preserving the memory of his generosity by having four identical 
copies of this testament drawn up, one to be kept at Laon, one at Paris, one at 
Metz, and one in the royal treasury. The Paris copy, the author said proudly, 
was still at St.-Denis.

A king like Dagobert, who had numerous wives and concubines and who 
frequently was engaged in wars, might seem like an unlikely candidate for a 
saint. The ninth-century author of his vita could not even come up with any 
decent miracles. Indeed, there is no sign of his cult beyond St.-Denis itself. 
But the author was doing more than laying a mantle of sanctity over someone 
who had been very generous to the church in which he was buried. He was 
also creating an image of what a king ought to be. That he chose to glorify a 
Merovingian king during the heyday of Carolingian rule can only be an indi-
cation that the monks of St.-Denis had doubts about the Carolingians’ fulfill-
ing their role as Christian kings.

Such doubts also animated Hincmar of Rheims, who a generation later 
began what would have to be considered a systematic campaign to discredit 
Charles Martel. Hincmar was intimately involved in the affairs of the royal 
court, organized the western bishops to oppose Louis the German, and led 
the opposition to the divorce of Lothar II, so he was entirely capable of crit-
icizing the Carolingian royal family. But his complaint against Charlemagne’s 
grandfather was quite specific. Hincmar sternly criticized Charles Martel for 
giving bishoprics to laymen. He also broadcast the story that had started a 
century earlier: that when the tomb of Charles Martel was opened, a horrible 
dragon emerged.123 With such an ancestor, Hincmar suggested, it was not 
surprising that the Carolingians of his own day needed correction by the 
bishops.

Even in the high Middle Ages some writers still recalled the ninth century 
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as a dark period. For example, the eleventh-century monk Paul spoke with full 
conviction of the glories of his monastery, St.-Père of Chartres, before the 
ninth century: it had many monks who mortified the flesh for the love of 
Christ, he said, and the monastery’s extensive walls, beautiful buildings, and 
thorough study of the liberal arts made it outstanding in Neustria. This highly 
successful and Christian community was, however, devastated during the Vi-
king raids.124 Interestingly, Paul credited the eventual successful opposition to 
the Vikings to the “Franks,” a group that in his formulation included the 
Robertians/Capetians but not the Carolingians.

Moreover, memories of grievances at the hands of Carolingians lingered 
long. A twelfth-century chronicler at Bèze, describing the desolation of his 
monastery in the eighth century, which he said he had read about in “ancient 
parchments,” related that Remigius, specifically identified as brother of Pippin 
the Short and uncle of Charlemagne, had taken the house of Bèze and given it 
to a woman named Angela. Understandably, the monks all fled, “to Luxeuil or 
to other monasteries where they knew the monastic order still persisted.” Bèze, 
according to the chronicler, did not recover from this disaster for a century, 
and he compared it to sackings by Vandals, Saracens, and Vikings.125 That this 
chronicler knew that Charlemagne had an uncle named Remigius, which was 
certainly not general knowledge, suggests he may really have had “ancient 
parchments” with accurate information about the eighth century. For him, the 
Carolingian age was a disastrous one for his monastery.

The supposed fatal monastic decline under the last Merovingians does not 
seem nearly as dire when reexamined, and the seizure of church property by 
the Arnulfing rulers and their granting of precaria were considered more seri-
ous at the time than they are now often characterized. An unnuanced image 
of the Carolingian era as a heyday for Frankish monasticism is overdue for 
qualification. The ideal that the Carolingian publicists sought to establish of 
the kings as excellent Christians, an ideal the kings themselves sought to live 
up to, did not translate into royal support for western monasticism.

The decline and abandonment of many monasteries in the West, and the 
notable gap in recorded donations to many others, as discussed in the next 
chapter, paint a different picture, as does the change from kings restricting 
their own power through grants of immunity to kings offering not immunity 
but control in the guise of protection. Moreover, some ninth-century monas-
tic chroniclers made invidious comparisons between the Merovingian mon-
archs and those of their own time. For them the Carolingians had not rescued 
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decadent monasteries; rather, this line of kings respected monks only under 
duress and suffered in comparison with such Merovingians as the holy King 
Dagobert. In part of course they were exercising creative memory, construct-
ing an image of a golden time when secular rulers supported monasteries the 
way they would have liked to be supported. But eighth- and ninth-century 
evidence suggests they may have had a point.



C h a p t e r  9

Eighth-Century Transitions: The Evidence 
from Burgundy

Memory always has gaps. In this chapter I shall examine a curious lacuna in 
the documents from west Frankish monasteries, occurring during the transi-
tion from Merovingian to Carolingian rule. Monasteries in the early eighth 
century functioned in a world very different from that of the early ninth, and 
yet that transition is nearly silent, for it was not recorded in memory. In addi-
tion, this gap in the documents corresponds to a period in which no new 
monasteries were founded.

In part this chapter will be an argument for seeing the rise of the Carolin-
gians as a true historical turning point. Ever since adoption of the broad term 
“late antiquity” muted the question of exactly when the Roman Empire ended, 
turning points of the early Middle Ages have been defined more by social and 
economic developments than by politics. Some scholars have revived the 
Pirenne thesis, focusing on changes in the agricultural economy and the im-
pact of Islam in the sixth and seventh centuries, while others have spoken of a 
“feudal transformation” that took place only in the year 1000.1 The rise of the 
Carolingians, in contrast, has generally not been viewed as a transition point 
in any area other than political leadership.2 Adherents of sixth- and seventh-
century transitions, those who see as most significant the breakdown of Med-
iterranean trade and the establishment of an agricultural system that Marxists 
call “feudalism,” put the Carolingians into a later, or “feudal,” age. Yet adher-
ents of eleventh-century transitions, those who argue for the continuity of 
Roman institutions until the year 1000, put the Carolingians instead into a 
prior, “pre-feudal” age.3

Only recently has the eighth century begun to receive attention in its own 
right.4 For example, Chris Wickham has argued that in the eighth century in 
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Francia “aristocratic economic dominance” replaced the “peasant mode” of 
agriculture, which had allowed relative peasant autonomy in the Merovingian 
period.5 Economic historians of this poorly documented period have naturally 
used all sources available to them, and monastic records, along with archaeol-
ogy, have been a major source of information.

But monasteries were more than landlords or economic entities. They did 
not simply partake in broad economic developments, nor can such develop-
ments be extrapolated from secular and ecclesiastical sources interchangeably. 
In this chapter I shall move the monasteries of west Francia back into the 
foreground, concentrating on the significant, if strangely silent, changes that 
took place during the eighth and early ninth centuries, changes that corre-
spond to the transition from the Merovingian to the Carolingian dynasty. My 
focus is Burgundy, a region never particularly favored by the Carolingian 
kings, though located in the center of their realm. Many of this region’s signif-
icant transitions occurred in documentary darkness; the records of Burgun-
dian monasteries are marked by distinct lacunae, corresponding to the reign of 
Charlemagne.

Especially noteworthy are a change in literacy among the laity and a 
change in human geography. Before the ninth century, monastic transactions 
were recorded in writing, generally drawn up by a lay notary for a reasonably 
literate population. Settlement patterns as revealed by monasteries’ records 
continued to follow those of the Gallo-Romans, with the pagus and the ager,
the old Roman administrative subdivisions, still significant. From the ninth 
century onward, however, settlement patterns were substantially different, 
with the old villas long gone and new villages established, many of which still 
exist today. Moreover, as the general lay population became less literate, the 
written word became almost exclusively the province of the church. And this 
period of decreasing literacy and changing settlements was also a period with-
out monastic foundations.

Literacy in the Merovingian Era

The Merovingian age was a literate age. Like imperial Rome, it assumed a well-
educated upper class.6 Although reading was surely reserved for the well-to-do,
rather than for the great mass of the population (many still unfree), it was 
taken for granted that all important events in life should be recorded in writ-
ing, and literacy at some level was required for public life.7 Venantius 
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Fortunatus, writing at the end of the sixth century, described Queen 
Radegund—  whom he had known personally—  as studying Christian litera-
ture in the royal court when she arrived there as a girl, even though she arrived 
as a captive.8

When Gregory of Tours wanted to show how cruel Chilperic I was to the 
bishops of Gaul, he said that the king routinely tore up the wills by which 
people bequeathed property to them, thus taking such written wills for 
granted. In addition, Gregory mocked Chilperic not for being illiterate, which 
he clearly was not, for he wrote two books himself and attempted to improve 
written Latin by incorporating four new letters into the alphabet, but rather 
for not appreciating the difference between long and short syllables in his 
awkward efforts at versification. Although the king composed some hymns 
and sequences for the Mass, Gregory continued dismissively, they could cer-
tainly not be used.9 Interestingly, Venantius Fortunatus found the best way to 
defend his friend Gregory against Chilperic’s unjust accusations was through 
writing a panegyric.10 Even one of Gregory’s worst kings was highly literate.

In the seventh century as in the sixth, the wealthy routinely drew up writ-
ten testaments.11 The monastery of St.-Wandrille still had in the Carolingian 
era a great many Merovingian-era documents recording transactions between 
laymen. The author of the ninth-century Gesta of the abbots included phrases 
and whole portions of seventh-century documents in his narrative. He proudly 
announced that his monastery had in the archives a privilege of King Dagob-
ert, by which he gave one Rotmar the property Rotmar later gave to the 
monks.12 When Irmina, mother-in-law of Pippin of Herstal, drew up her own 
testament at the end of the seventh century, she referred to serfs that she had 
earlier freed by giving them written charters.13 If even serfs could expect the 
written word to confirm their new status, then free men and churches too 
must have taken charters for granted.

The persistence of literacy is also demonstrated by the formulary book of 
Marculf, put together in the seventh century. A formulary was a collection of 
sample letters and charters a scribe could use to compose letters for people 
quickly and easily. Marculf included a whole series of model documents for 
use in family affairs: gifts between a husband and wife or between a parent and 
child, the establishment of heirs in the absence of children, the payment of a 
dowry or issuance of a testament, the selling of a house or the freeing of a 
slave.14 When it was composed it was assumed that such important yet private 
matters between laypeople would be memorialized in writing. A century later, 
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the formulary put together at St.-Martin of Tours similarly suggested that 
laypeople were routinely using documents.15

Books of “popular” literature were regularly copied, bought, and sold 
during this period. Although scholars are still debating whether the transition 
from late Latin to proto-French (“Romance”) took place in the eighth century 
or the ninth, it is clear that in the sixth and seventh centuries Latin was still a 
spoken language, and anyone with the rudiments of an education should have 
been able to read literature, saints’ lives, and charters.16 It has even been argued 
that in eastern Francia, where Roman influence had never been significant in 
the heyday of the Empire, written records became prevalent for the first time 
in the seventh century, suggesting an increase in overall literacy under the later 
Merovingians.17

Written records were also important for legal proof in this period. In 697, 
Drogo, duke of Champagne and son of Pippin of Herstal, claimed property 
belonging to the monastery of Tussonval. He asserted in the Merovingian 
king’s court that his brother-in-law had obtained the property in question in 
exchange for some other property and that it had then come to Drogo via his 
wife, after the brother-in-law’s death. But no one believed him. The court 
asked Drogo “if letters of exchange had been drawn up and if he could present 
them.” Without anything in writing, Drogo did not have a chance. The court 
ruled summarily against him, giving as reason that “he never presented docu-
ments and could offer no other evidence.”18 Here everyone, ecclesiastical and 
lay, assumed that all important transactions would be put in writing, to the 
extent that written evidence had a legal authority it would in fact lose in sub-
sequent centuries.

But one must still explain the shortage of surviving documents from the 
Merovingian era, the original reason the period was once labeled the “Dark 
Ages.” To a major extent this sparsity should be seen as due to the fragility of 
papyrus in a damp climate. In a Gaul that still thought of itself as Roman, 
papyrus continued to be considered much more appropriate than parchment, 
and people were willing to pay well as long as it was possible to import it.19

Monks of the Carolingian era preserved some of their houses’ earlier char-
ters by copying them, but they did not copy all. Because the cursive script in 
which most Merovingian-era documents were written would have become 
nearly unintelligible to monks of the tenth and later centuries, accustomed 
instead to Caroline minuscule, many of these early charters must have fallen 
unread into dust.20 The abbey of St.-Denis accounts for a major proportion of 
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the surviving original papyrus documents from Gaul, but there is no reason 
that this particular abbey should have received charters when other abbeys did 
not, although its monks were better able to preserve some of theirs.21 And of 
course the more normal and ordinary the written record is, the less likely that 
individual written records would be treasured and preserved, once their initial 
purpose had passed.

Furthermore, it is possible that monks in the Merovingian era were not as 
conscientious about maintaining their own archives as their successors would 
be, not because they were unconcerned with the written record but for the 
exact opposite reason: they assumed that public notaries and municipal ar-
chives, keeping records of transactions as they took place, would always be 
available.22 Indeed, the ease with which donors even to houses such as Flavi-
gny, located outside any major urban agglomeration, could find a public no-
tary in the first decades of the eighth century indicates their prevalence.23

Ironically, one of the signs of a literate society (as again much later during the 
Italian Renaissance) is the presence of notaries who keep records of all import-
ant transactions, and yet this very institution made it easier for records to be 
lost.

With the disappearance of notaries in west Francia in the middle decades 
of the eighth century, the monks’ records also disappeared. Those houses with 
good archival runs back into the seventh century are all houses founded on the 
margins of Merovingian Gaul, where municipal archives had never pene-
trated. Monasteries in the Rhineland such as Lorsch and Fulda, not founded 
until the eighth century, have far more records of transactions from before the 
year 800 than do many older monasteries in the heart of Frankish Gaul.24 Part 
of the reason must be that the western monks assumed that the local authori-
ties would keep their records for them, as they always had, whereas east of the 
Rhine such a service had never been available, and even when records were 
drawn up by secular notaries they went straight into monastic storerooms.25

Thus we now have access to only a tiny percentage of sixth- through eighth-
century documents, and the small number of extant charters cannot be taken 
as a reflection of how many were produced.

Charters and Formularies at Flavigny

Late eighth-century changes in the use of the written word are illustrated by 
the monastery of Flavigny. The cartulary of this house contains documents 
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from both sides of the key transitional period, with twelve documents from 
the eighth century and eleven for the ninth, a large number for the period in 
western Francia. The monastery also produced a formulary around the year 
800. It is thus possible, using this house’s materials, to look at scribal practice 
in three different periods: the early eighth century, when its great testaments 
were drawn up; the years around 800, when these testaments and other mate-
rials were shaped into a formulary; and the late ninth and subsequent centu-
ries, when the monks discovered it was impossible to use their formulary as 
intended, even though it dated from only a few generations earlier.

Flavigny was a Benedictine house founded in 717, when a wealthy man 
named Wideradus made his testament, specifying that he had built the basil-
ica of Flavigny and established monks there. He indicated rather vaguely that 
they should follow the practices of “Luxeuil, Lérins, and St.-Maurice of 
Agaune,” all influential versions of the monastic life in early monasticism in 
Gaul. Two years later he drew up a second testament, confirming everything 
he had given to Flavigny and ordering observance of the Benedictine Rule.26

Though virtually the last of the great Merovingian foundations—  indeed the 
last new house in the region for 150 years—  Flavigny came into existence in a 
world which, from its charters, still looks very “Roman.” Wideradus’s two 
testaments were drawn up in the tradition of late Roman notarial practice.27

Both were written not by a monk but by a notary named Aldofredus. The first 
refers explicitly to the gesta municipalia, official municipal registers that kept 
track of legal transactions. Such registers were rapidly disappearing, having 
been gone from the Mediterranean region since the seventh century and never 
having been established in the east, but they persisted in central Francia into 
the eighth century.28 The first testament was witnessed at a public gathering by 
King Theoderic IV and the royal chancellor, but only Wideradus himself and 
the notary signed when he reissued the testament at Flavigny.

As well as distributing much of his property to four basilicas in his great 
testament, Wideradus specified what portion was to be preserved in falcidia or 
in faucidia; Roman testamentary law specified the “falcidia,” the minimum 
amount of property a man was obliged to leave to his relatives.29 The donated 
property was listed by ager and pagus, the Roman administrative units into 
which Gaul was divided. There was little attempt to assign people specific so-
cial or political status. Wideradus himself, though a modern scholar would 
consider him a powerful noble, based on the enormous extent of his heredi-
tary property, was given no noble title. He was simply called abba—which
confused the eleventh-century historians of the abbey, who ended up naming 
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both Wideradus and Magoaldus, Flavigny’s actual first abbot, as the first abbot 
of the monastery.

For the next fifty years Flavigny flourished, receiving gifts from local lay-
men and even from Pippin the Short. Here Flavigny is unusual among west 
Frankish monasteries in that any of its pre-Carolingian charters survive, even 
if in later copies, but not unusual in that they once existed. Its charters record 
gifts from both men and women, usually without giving any indication of 
their position (except for the few from kings), at most calling a layman vir
inluster. Notaries drew up the donation charters. Since those who made these 
gifts were apparently all literate and certainly knew their own status, they saw 
no need to spell it out. Property was defined by pagus, villa, and finis. Most 
charters included no witnesses, for the charter itself had important legal and 
symbolic value. The insertion of a penalty clause, directed against anyone who 
might disturb the monks’ enjoyment of their property, meant that there was 
no need for the long list of witnesses found in monastic charters from the 
ninth century on.30 Thus the eighth-century charters assumed a legally estab-
lished system of public power, which could be trusted to enforce a charter’s 
provisions.

For example, in 748 the couple Baio and Cylinia, Baio calling himself a 
vir inluster, gave Flavigny land at three villas, including fields, a vineyard, 
buildings, serfs, freedmen, the right to collect tolls, and a church. Three years 
later, the couple donated land at three more villas to the monks, land Cylinia 
had inherited from her father. A man named Maurengus, who may have been 
their son, made a gift of his own a generation later, in 768, including land at 
three villas.31 Additional gifts from around the same time came from both 
priests and laymen, including one Hildebrand, probably the same Hildebrand 
who sponsored the continuation of Fredegar’s Chronica.32 The culmination of 
this initial period of prosperity for the monastery came in 775, when Charle-
magne freed the monks from a variety of tolls and gave them a silver 
reliquary.33

Several features stand out in these eighth-century records. First is the ex-
plicit assumption that there were many more contemporary charters in exis-
tence, including private charters in which parents detailed what their children 
would inherit. Baio and Cylinia referred to his parents as having granted them 
the church that they later gave Flavigny, a transfer made with strumentis carta-
rum. An additional indication that the eighth-century monks of Flavigny as-
sumed they lived in a period of lay literacy is provided by a manuscript that 
the monks completed shortly after the year 800.34 It includes a list of popes up 
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to Hadrian I (d. 795); a brief chronology of world history, finishing with Char-
lemagne’s rule as emperor; doctrinal discussions of substance and essence; 
some church law and councils; and a list of ecclesiastical provinces. But its 
best-known section is a formulary of letters and documents, partially based on 
Flavigny’s archives.

The scribes used a number of examples from the seventh-century formu-
lary of Marculf, as well as formulae from eighth-century Tours. The monks of 
Flavigny were not alone in continuing the formulary tradition, for at the same 
time scribes at the monastery of St.-Denis created one of their own, based on 
their own archival documents.35 At both of these houses, therefore, the monks 
wanted to create a template for the future and found it logical that such a 
template should be based on their own past.

At the beginning of the ninth century, both secular courts and religious 
houses were concerned with improving the written word, with correcting Lati-
nity and regularizing records. The role of Alcuin at Charlemagne’s court in 
establishing and disseminating a corrected copy of the Bible is well-known 
(interestingly, Alcuin was briefly abbot of both Flavigny and Tours). Continu-
ing this process of regularization, Louis the Pious, almost immediately after 
succeeding Charlemagne, set out to rework the formulary of the imperial 
court, the Formulae imperiales. In this climate, it is not surprising that the 
monks of Flavigny, drawing up a volume of collected knowledge and law in a 
handsome Caroline miniscule, should have included their own formulary in 
the volume.

It might at first appear that this formulary and the manuscript in which 
it appears are no more than an example of the energetic scribal activity at Fla-
vigny in its first century, already made clear by other manuscripts.36 For exam-
ple, Flavigny’s scriptorium produced a handsome manuscript of the four 
gospels, written in uncial letters. It is known to be from Flavigny because of an 
inscription (also in uncial), written in two columns, LE SIPTI AFIICNI and 
IBR CER LUNAESS, an anagram for LIBER S. PREI[E]CTI FLAUINIA-
CENSIS.37 This manuscript was almost certainly copied from a slightly 
earlier—  and much rougher-looking—  gospel that the monastery had ac-
quired.38 The monks’ scribal activities are also suggested by the gift to them 
from Pippin the Short of a set of ivory tablets, of the sort commonly used as 
Bible covers.39 In the early ninth century, at about the same time as the monks 
were creating their formulary, they also produced a glossed copy of the Pauline 
letters.40 Given this context, the importance of the monks’ formulary might 
too easily be overlooked.
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But Flavigny’s formulary is significant in several respects. It was composed 
for use by monks, not by the lay notaries who had drawn up a great number 
of Merovingian documents—  and used such formularies as Marculf ’s. It in-
cludes testamentary formulae based directly on the two long testaments that 
Wideradus had issued in 717 and 719.41 And yet, strikingly, these testamentary 
formulae were never used for Flavigny’s subsequent donations, even those do-
nations explicitly called testaments. The changes in the way that later monks 
recorded gifts cannot be due simply to a forgetfulness of the past. After all, 
Wideradus’s testament, the monks’ most precious document, still existed as 
late as the seventeenth century. Rather, the format for charters was rapidly 
changing even as the monks used their eighth-century testaments to create 
their formulary.

The formulae from Flavigny, though often treated as a late, static example 
of Merovingian scribal practice, should instead be seen as an unsuccessful at-
tempt to provide a blueprint for the future. When the monks of Flavigny 
compiled their formulary around 800, they did not expect to ignore the for-
mulae in it;42 they thought they were organizing and regularizing the way they 
would draw up their charters, just as they organized everything from doctrinal 
issues to a list of popes in the same volume. But the very fact that monks, not 
lay notaries, compiled this formulary meant that its forms, being based ulti-
mately on notarial practice, almost immediately became outdated. It is ironic 
that the monks of Flavigny looked backward in planning for future charters 
and yet quickly discovered that their scribal needs were very different from the 
models their formulae provided. Thus Flavigny’s formulary provides a window 
into the eighth- and ninth-century transition in how transactions were 
recorded.

For if the period around 800 was a time of regularizing and organizing the 
written record, the first half of the ninth century was a time when written re-
cords rapidly became a much less significant aspect of lay-clerical relation-
ships, even while the written word took on increased importance within the 
confines of the cloister. Lay literacy, while it did not disappear, became much 
less prevalent as clerics gradually attained a monopoly on the written word. 
No longer did literate laymen, accompanied by notaries, arrive at the abbey to 
record their donations by preparing documents reflecting Roman law, which 
would then be presented to the monks. No longer was the charter itself con-
sidered a legally binding instrument. Instead the monks themselves drew up 
charters intended to serve as memoirs of transactions that had taken place 
orally, as records of ceremonial actions by donors and witnesses.43 Here the 
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social context was more important than the legal context, and witnesses were 
vital.

An illuminating comparison may be made with the monastery of St.-
Gall. Although this house preserved far more eighth-century records than Fla-
vigny, it also experienced a significant change in the format of its charters in 
the ninth century. Before 800, donation charters were drawn up by laymen 
themselves, speaking in their own voices. Starting in the second quarter of the 
ninth century, the abbot routinely drew up the charter and attested in the 
third person to what a layman had done. Although not universal, this new 
practice is still a significant change from the eighth century, when the abbot 
never drew up the charter.44

Witnesses are listed in virtually all ninth-century charters for Flavigny, 
except royal ones. Charters from the mid-ninth century onward also described 
the social and political status of all people mentioned. The monks, outsiders 
to worldly society, felt compelled, as the lay donors of the previous century 
had not, to define exactly where these donors stood in the social hierarchy. 
Bishops and counts were not merely episcopus and comes but bishop or count 
of somewhere. The county also began to replace the pagus as the territorial unit 
in which property was localized. When the Merovingian kings and the first 
Carolingians had issued confirmations to monasteries, they often stated that 
they confirmed what was in charters now lost or burnt. But in the ninth cen-
tury, such confirmations frequently suggested that the donations had not orig-
inally been recorded in writing. The list of witnesses, whose social position was 
carefully recorded, gave credence to the assertion that all had been properly 
done.

In light of these changes in practice, it is not surprising that Flavigny’s 
formulary became a dead letter within a few decades of its compilation. The 
volume containing the testamentary formulary continued to be known and 
used at Flavigny—  the list of popes, which had originally stopped at 795, was 
continued in the eleventh century to the 1030s. Therefore the change in diplo-
matic practice at Flavigny can be considered deliberate. The monks of Flavi-
gny no longer received gifts from literate laymen, recorded in charters drawn 
up by lay notaries, and the charters the monks drew up to record their gifts 
could thus not be modeled on the charters of the previous century.

In 878, for example, a layman named Ardradus gave the monks of Flavi-
gny several mansi with their serfs, in exchange for fifty measures of grain, fifty 
of wine, and ten pigs a year.45 At first glance, the charter looks very similar to 
one of the formulae, described as the format for a gift a die presente. But upon 
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closer examination the similarity goes no further than the fact that both the 
document of 878 and the eighth-century formula begin with the phrase, “Do-
mine sacrosancte,” and include a penalty clause, “Si quis vero.” The property 
was defined and delineated not simply by its administrative location (pagus,
ager, finis) but by its specific and highly local social context: the charter, drawn 
up by a cleric and witnessed by twelve men, listed the names of the individual 
serfs and gave the names of those who held the adjoining property.

The difference is even more striking if one compares Flavigny’s formulae 
with the testament that Count Aymo of Auxois had drawn up in 1004, when 
he gave Flavigny an oratory and a large amount of land, saying that he wished 
to “meet God face to face in Zion.”46 Interestingly, this charter was completed 
by Aymo’s monogram, even though a monogram would have been reserved 
for a king two centuries earlier; the only monogram mentioned in Wideradus’s 
original testament is that of King Theoderic IV. Count Aymo’s charter, though 
called a testamentum, does not begin with a statement that someone, son of 
someone, made his testament to a certain monastery where a certain man was 
abbot, as drawn up by a certain notary, even though this is the way Flavigny’s 
testamentary formula begins. Rather, the testament of 1004 opens with a long 
series of biblical quotes: “We do not have here a ‘lasting city,’ and thus we 
should, while in this ‘vale of tears,’ as much as we can, ‘put off the corruptible 
and mortal and put on the incorruptible and immortal,’ to be changed to ‘the 
liberty of the sons of God,’ giving ‘a cup of water for Christ’s sake,’ since ‘as 
water extinguishes fire, so alms extinguish sin.’ ”47

Here a monastic scribe drew up an important testament without the 
slightest diplomatic reference to the formulary of the early ninth century, even 
though he wrote not long before a monk of Flavigny updated the list of popes 
in the same volume as the formulary. It is also worth noting that Count Aymo’s 
testament was drawn up only a few years before a monastic archivist began 
assembling Flavigny’s cartulary, in which the original testaments of the eighth 
century would be the first documents copied. Thus at the beginning of the 
eleventh century, Flavigny’s founding testament and testamentary formulae 
were considered highly important relics of the monastic past, but relics that 
had no contemporary relevance to the eleventh-century scribe who drew up 
the generous testament of one of the abbey’s most powerful neighbors.
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Changes in Settlement Patterns

In addition to indicating a change in lay literacy and diplomatic practices 
from the eighth to the ninth century, Flavigny’s charters also reveal an import-
ant change in human settlement patterns in the same period. Such a change is 
especially noteworthy because no such transformation took place in late antiq-
uity when, in spite of the disruptions of the fifth century, new villages—  or
even new villas—  were often built on the same sites as ruined Roman villas.48

Archaeologists have long noted a major gap between the city of late antiq-
uity, with its grid-work streets, public monuments, and central forum, and the 
city of the eleventh century onward, with its tightly packed streets laid out 
according to no overall pattern, dominated by a central cathedral. These dif-
ferences are especially striking in regions where the ancient and the medieval 
city were built on the same spot. Often archaeological remains of a growing 
eleventh-century French city are found on top of the remains of a late classical 
city, separated by a stratum of “dark earth,” which was once considered agri-
cultural soil and has more recently been argued to be traces of light housing.49

This evidence suggests a disjunction in settlement patterns between late antiq-
uity and the high Middle Ages; documentary evidence such as Flavigny’s can 
help pin down when the most significant shift took place.

While charters from the middle years of the ninth century onward list 
villages that persisted throughout the Middle Ages—  and indeed still exist 
today—  the documents from the eighth century indicate a very different 
human geography. Wideradus’s original foundation charter of 717 describes 
Flavigny as located in the ager of Bornet (Burnacinsis),50 an ager being the 
chief subdivision of a pagus in Roman provincial administration. And yet a 
century later Bornet had completely dropped out of all references to Flavigny 
and its region, and the name is preserved today only in the names of two 
farms. A fair proportion of the rest of the property enumerated in Wideradus’s 
testament, between a quarter and a third, is located at places that either cannot 
be identified at all today or whose names at best have long since been reduced 
to the names of woods or farms or bridges, not villages. That the places that 
cannot be identified today are also not found in any later medieval inventories 
of Flavigny’s possessions also indicates that many areas, like Bornet, which had 
been at least small agricultural and population centers in the eighth century, 
lost their population as well as their importance in subsequent years.51

Even the twelfth-century cartulary scribe did not recognize all the places 
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mentioned in Wideradus’s testament from four centuries earlier. Where the 
villa mentioned still existed and still belonged to Flavigny, the scribe knew it 
at once and modified the Merovingian spelling to the twelfth-century stan-
dard: thus the eighth-century Bagatiacus became the twelfth-century Pagatia-
cus (today Pazy).52 But the scribe simply reproduced exactly the names of those 
places he did not know, names that were important to him because they were 
in his monastery’s foundation charter but that possessed for him no other 
content because they no longer designated for him property his monastery 
owned.

Archaeology provides another tantalizing indication of the changes in set-
tlement patterns in this region.53 A few kilometers north of Flavigny is the 
steep hill of Alesia (today Mont Auxois), probably best known as the site 
where Vercingetorix long withstood Caesar. Today the crown of the hill is 
empty of human activity, except for an archaeological site. It has in fact been 
empty since the seventh century. But excavations reveal that from the time of 
early imperial Rome through the period of Merovingian Christianization, the 
hilltop supported a small but bustling town. After the region’s conquest by the 
Romans, the hill where Vercingetorix made his final stand became a commer-
cial settlement and a regional center for metallurgy.54 When Christianity 
reached Gaul, a small basilica was built within a few yards of the old Roman 
temple. Here we know that a noble priest named Senator served in the 430s 
and that he had a wife named Nectarolia.55 But at some point, doubtless when 
the aqueduct ceased to function, this settlement lost its population.

A new village (today Alise-Ste.-Reine) was then established halfway down 
Alesia’s hill, with its own Merovingian-era basilica—  even though the cemetery 
stayed next to the old basilica on top of the hill. It was to this new basilica that 
Wideradus made gifts in his testament at the beginning of the eighth century. 
Settlement patterns were thus already in flux.56 When the Auxois region was 
burned over in the ninth century by the Vikings, the lower but not the upper 
church was rebuilt—  the upper church had doubtless become nothing more 
than the oratory for the cemetery. The Roman settlement at the top of the hill 
was permanently abandoned. By the twelfth century, shepherds’ huts were 
being built from the bits of stonework that still protruded above the soil. Ale-
sia thus provides a striking example of the discontinuity in settlement patterns 
in Burgundy between the eighth and late ninth centuries.
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A Lacuna in Monastic History

If Flavigny in the first three-quarters of the eighth century was still very much 
part of the late Roman world, then the monastery in the mid-ninth century 
had passed into a different era. Understanding how this transition took place 
is rendered much more difficult by the marked lacuna in the documents in the 
cartulary from the crucial period of the late eighth and early ninth centuries. 
Although a cartulary was always more than an unproblematic collection of 
whatever charters existed in the archives, it is hard to conceive any explanation 
for why the cartulary compilers would have selectively omitted late eighth-
century and early ninth-century charters while including both earlier and later 
ones. The manuscript that contains the formulary is thus almost a solitary 
voice at Flavigny. A sixty-five-year silence in its documents, from 775 to 840, 
is broken only by one charter, Louis the Pious’s confirmation in 816 of the 
privilege his father had given the monks forty years earlier.57

When one emerges in 840 from this gap in the evidence, many things 
have changed. No longer do well-to-do laymen, speaking of charters by which 
their parents had confirmed them in their possessions, engage notaries to draw 
up records of gifts to Flavigny. Members of the new authority structures had 
to be recruited to guarantee the monastery’s continued possession of its prop-
erty. Both disposable wealth and literacy had passed into the hands of a gov-
erning elite, composed of church leaders and of those attached to the royal 
court, including the counts whom the kings still appointed.

Interestingly, the cartulary records more ninth-century grants of immu-
nity and privileges enumerating the monks’ existing possessions than new do-
nations. Despite this flurry of reconfirmation, much of the property spelled 
out as the monks’ in Wideradus’s foundation charter of 717 is nowhere men-
tioned in the royal and episcopal privileges of a century or more later. It is clear 
that most of the monks’ original patrimony, the land spread over many kilo-
meters with which they were first endowed, was no longer producing enough 
to be worth owning. Although there are a few names of places in the ninth-
century documents that cannot now be identified and do not appear in later 
charters, these are different than the unidentified places of the eighth century 
and far fewer in number.

Yet there is not the same gap in the evidence between the ninth century 
and the tenth as between the eighth century and the ninth. Even though Fla-
vigny lost its regularity of life in the late ninth century when taken over by the 
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bishops of Autun and was not again an independent Benedictine monastery 
until the end of the tenth century when Bishop Walter of Autun appointed a 
monk from Cluny to head the house,58 the world of the year 1000 in which 
the newly reformed monastery emerged was not so different from the world of 
a century earlier. The property that Bishop Walter confirmed to the monks in 
the 990s is very similar to the property Lothar I and Charles the Bald had 
confirmed to the monks a century and a half earlier.59 Land from which the 
bishops of Autun had gathered dues and rents for a hundred years was still 
populated by agricultural workers and still worth owning when it returned to 
the monks’ hands, unlike much of the land Wideradus had originally given 
Flavigny. Thus, although Flavigny’s evidence indicates an important transfor-
mation in human geography between the eighth century and the ninth, the 
new patterns then persisted through the ninth century and the tenth.

The example of Flavigny, therefore, suggests that the real transition pe-
riod, during which both settlement patterns and access to the written word 
changed, was the late eighth and early ninth centuries, the period of the estab-
lishment of Carolingian rule, the period for which this monastery produced 
no surviving documents. Moreover, even though it is always dangerous to 
argue from silence, Flavigny is not alone in this gap in its documentation.

For example, the monastery of St.-Marcel of Chalon-sur-Saône, also a 
Merovingian foundation in Burgundy, has only one charter in its cartulary 
from the century between 779 and 873, again, as with Flavigny, this single 
exception a charter of Louis the Pious.60 The monastery of St.-Bénigne of 
Dijon, another Merovingian-era foundation located between Flavigny and 
Chalon, does not have quite so big a chronological gap in its cartulary, but the 
thirty-year period from which no charters survive, from 783 to 815, corre-
sponds to the first portion of the silent period in the charters of Flavigny and 
St.-Marcel.61 The twelfth-century chronicler of nearby Bèze, a Burgundian 
monastery founded in the seventh century, commented himself that the mo-
nastic ordo disappeared at his house from the time of Pippin and Charlemagne 
to that of Louis the Pious, when it was restored around 830. Bèze preserved at 
least a few Merovingian-era documents, but when its cartulary was compiled 
in the twelfth century, the scribe could find nothing between 679 and 816.62

At the monastery of Montier-en-Der, located north of Flavigny on the border 
of Champagne, the monks’ cartulary has a similar gap in its records. Although 
the monks’ cartulary contains six charters from the seventh century, the cen-
tury of its foundation, and sixteen from the ninth century, it contains only 
two authentic eighth-century charters, both from before 760, and a 
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seventy-year gap after 760 is broken only by two charters from Louis the Pious 
from 815/6, one of which is a possible forgery.63

A similar gap in the records also occurs elsewhere. For example, the mon-
astery of Fosses, in northern Gaul, was a seventh-century foundation, attested 
to both by documents and by contemporary saints’ vitae, but it experienced a 
documentary silence from the accession of Pippin the Short to the year 830. 
This gap is especially significant because the Pippinids had exercised almost 
exclusive power in the region since the late seventh century.64 At St.-Martin of 
Tours, the property found in Merovingian-era documents and that confirmed 
to the house by Charlemagne is mostly the same, but a good two-thirds of the 
places mentioned then are not found in documents from the middle of the 
ninth century onward.65

What was happening during this silent transitional period, from the late 
eighth century to the mid-ninth? There have been various hypotheses put for-
ward over the years by scholars who have also noticed the changes. The wars 
of the first half of the eighth century, wars that involved the Saracens, local 
Frankish leaders, and the Pippinids/Carolingians,66 are often credited with 
creating upheavals in social as well as political organization. However, the la-
cuna in the documents and the transformations that took place then fell half 
a century later and thus cannot be simply explained by them.

Instead, the most common explanation for the social transformations of 
the beginning of the ninth century is that the rise of the Carolingian kings was 
accompanied by a new kind of lordship, in which people were rousted from 
their old settlements and rearranged in a way that made better economic sense 
for the newly powerful lords, who were also at this time beginning to draw up 
polyptyques. It has even been suggested that provisioning of the Carolingian 
armies created a demand for grain to which energetic landlords responded. 
The archaeological evidence suggests the abandonment at the end of the 
eighth century of sixth- and seventh-century centers of habitation and the 
building of new, nucleated settlements, which scholars have associated with 
increased authority in the hands of the regional aristocracy.67 But it is difficult 
to see the changes that Burgundian documents indicate as merely a new exer-
cise of lordship. After all, the development of castellanies and banal lordship 
in the eleventh century, much better documented, is accompanied by no com-
parable changes in settlement patterns.

The changes in where people lived and how their settlements were orga-
nized, it has also been suggested, may instead owe much to the rapid popula-
tion decline of the sixth and seventh centuries. This was in part the result of 
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what scholars have termed the mini-ice age of the late Merovingian period and 
the widespread effects of the plague, accompanied by the breakdown of 
Roman trade routes and the last of the urban civilization that had sustained 
the residue of Roman culture.68 The overall decline of both the rural and urban 
economy of the Roman Empire intensified during the Merovingian period, 
and the economic nadir has been put around the year 700, with the turn-
around only becoming evident a century or so later.69 It is certainly easy to 
speculate that a drastic drop in population and a migration of those who sur-
vived to the most promising agricultural areas, where people huddled together 
in small groups against the terror of the wild wood, would have spelled the 
end both of widespread literate culture and of many rural villas where people 
had once worked and lived.

But the gap in monastic records, corresponding in time to the rise of the 
Carolingians, is indicative of more than changes in climate, the broader econ-
omy, or patterns of lordship. Indeed, the gap comes after, not before, the 
economy is considered to have begun to improve. The lacuna seems tied espe-
cially to the situation of the monasteries, not just broader society, for, as will 
be discussed below, there were also essentially no new monastic foundations in 
the region during this period. Indeed, the records of the monastery of St.-
Pierre-le-Vif of Sens suggest that the documentary darkness in the eighth cen-
tury was the result of a uniquely terrible time for the monasteries.

This house later claimed to have been founded in the early sixth century 
by a daughter of Clovis, which seems unlikely, but it was certainly established 
by the first half of the seventh century, when it was considered one of the six 
chief monasteries of the west Frankish realm.70 It received privileges from the 
bishops of Sens and donations from the laity in the late seventh and early 
eighth centuries. Its unusually large collection of relics from this time, one of 
the largest in the West, is indicative of the monastery’s importance. Over sev-
enty authenticating bits of parchment, attached to relics, survive from before 
the age of Charlemagne.71

In the first decades of the eighth century two women (perhaps sisters), 
Ingoara and Leotharia, made generous gifts to the monks of Sens, including 
land, serfs, and a church. Leotharia asked in return to be buried at the house. 
Everything about these donations indicates a flourishing monastery, the kind 
of place a wealthy matron would choose for her burial.72 The monastery must 
have continued to thrive for at least a few more years because the monks drew 
up a formulary using these charters as their model, apparently expecting to 
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receive more gifts of this type.73 But this formulary was the last appearance of 
St.-Pierre-le-Vif in the records for a century.

The next known record from St.-Pierre is an 822 charter of Louis the 
Pious directed to the archbishop of Sens, submitting the house to his direc-
tion. This gap of a hundred years in the records is not the product of a recent 
loss of documents, for even in the twelfth century the house’s chronicler had 
nothing to say about eighth-century Sens after the gifts of Ingoara and Leoth-
aria. But clearly much had changed by 822. Now St.-Pierre is not called a 
monastery but a cella coenobialis. According to the charter of 822, “Here 
monks ought to follow a religious life under the discipline of a holy rule,” but 
they no longer did so, “due to various causes and diverse setbacks, including 
human frailty.” Instead, for a long time the church had been in episcopal 
hands, and the house’s property “was diminished by being divided” until the 
monks “did not have enough left to sustain them.” The emperor ordered that 
regular monks be reestablished there and their property returned to them.74

And yet, even as he faulted the archbishop’s predecessors for having taken 
monastic goods and issued a privilege saying that no one in the future should 
do so, Louis still confirmed episcopal authority, saying that when the house 
should have monks again the archbishop would choose the abbot and, if nec-
essary, correct him. In this case, St.-Pierre did not have any documents surviv-
ing for the space of a century for the excellent reason that the house was in 
complete disarray, indeed without monks for much of the time. Such disarray 
may well be at the base of the documentary silence for other houses in the 
same period.

If the second half of the eighth century and the early ninth were difficult 
times for Burgundian monasteries, a possible explanation may be found in the 
counterexample of monasteries without a comparable gap in their records. 
Such monasteries were either located in eastern Francia, away from the heart-
land of Charlemagne’s rule, or else were closely associated with his family—  or
both. The nunnery of Chelles, for example, supported in the later seventh 
century by the Merovingians, continued to flourish throughout the eighth 
century. At least one Carolingian princess held a prominent position in the 
house. The nuns, skilled scribes, have been credited with much of the manu-
script copying that formed the basis of the Carolingian Renaissance. The iden-
tifying tags attached to their many relics indicate that they were acquired in 
the decades immediately before and after the year 800, the exact period when 
many other Frankish monasteries experienced a lacuna in their records.75 Here 
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a western house with an intimate connection to the royal family avoided a 
major gap in its records.

But monasteries without an eighth-century lacuna in their histories were 
preferentially in eastern Francia, in territories that had recently been converted 
to Christianity. The map of Frankish houses founded after the end of the sev-
enth century is heavily weighted toward those established in the Rhineland 
and east, rather than in the territories once ruled by the Merovingians.76 Here 
monasteries founded by a missionary, who took the title episcopus et abbas in 
his new house because a system of diocesan bishops had not yet been estab-
lished, received gifts fairly steadily during the eighth century from regional 
lords. The houses were not sacked by the Saracens as were many farther west 
and did not have their property appropriated by the Carolingians or other 
great lords. Some indeed were intimately connected with the Carolingians. 
Fulda, for example, was founded in 744 by the missionary Boniface, who had 
been working closely with Carloman, Pippin the Short’s older brother. The 
house was supported by the Carolingians, who still made sure that the abbots 
were their own loyal men.77

Other older houses of eastern Francia with Carolingian connections con-
tinued to receive gifts from family members. Echternach had been founded by 
Pippin of Herstal’s mother-in-law, and it was doubtless the family connection 
that inspired Pippin and his wife to make their own gifts to Echternach.78

Similarly, the monastery of Prüm, originally founded by the grandmother of 
Pippin the Short’s wife, received gifts from Pippin and his queen.79 Such mon-
asteries, favored by Charlemagne’s family, were able to flourish at a time when 
houses not so favored not only failed to thrive but indeed suffered serious 
setbacks.

The monastery of Wissembourg, a seventh-century foundation, received 
privileges from the Carolingians after they took over Alsace, and its cartulary 
indicates a surge in donations in the final decades of the eighth century, the 
same period as the gap in Burgundian charters.80 This Rhineland monastery 
also experienced, much earlier than houses like Flavigny, the change from 
charters being drawn up by laymen to being drawn up by monks or abbots. 
Throughout the eighth century donation charters were drawn up in the mon-
astery itself, doubtless because notaries were unavailable in the countryside. 
The exceptions were few; a telling example is that of Duke Liutfrid of Alsace, 
who, rather than coming to the monastery to make gifts in 739, had his dona-
tion charters drawn up publice in Strasburg, by a notary—  perhaps the only 
one in the duchy.81
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Other eastern Frankish houses were able to prosper without much royal 
notice, indeed, perhaps precisely because of the lack of such attention. Docu-
ments were dated by Pippin the Short and his successors, but otherwise the 
Carolingians were rather distant figures. The monastery of St.-Gall, for exam-
ple, has one of the richest collections of early medieval documents from any 
monastery north of the Alps, and a total of some one hundred and sixty from 
before the year 800, of which more than half still exist as originals.82 Such 
monasteries, which did not fall into disarray in the eighth century and had 
always preserved their own documents, did not experience the same gap in 
both records and regular life as those houses that had counted on notaries to 
preserve their records and that suffered from the depredations of Saracens, 
Vikings, and Carolingians.

The Decline in Western Monasticism

A further indication of the difficulties western monasteries faced during the 
age of Carolingian rise and hegemony is the steep decline in the number of 
new monastic foundations in western Francia after about 720, with ex-
tremely few foundations for the next century and a half.83 Charlemagne 
himself founded no monasteries, in spite of what, much later, monks in 
search of an august founder might assert.84 The flourishing monastic world 
of the year 700 had included many houses, both venerable and newly estab-
lished foundations. But two centuries of rapid expansion in the Merovingian 
era were followed by two centuries of far fewer new foundations. Such that 
did occur, moreover, were more than offset by the number of houses that 
failed. Indeed, enough monasteries were abandoned or at least fell into de-
cline that it took most of the late tenth and eleventh centuries to reform or 
refound them all.

The author of the Gesta of Bishop Aldric of Le Mans, writing around 860, 
assumed that his readers would accept the idea of old, abandoned monasteries, 
long since empty of monks, of the sort that Louis the Pious presented to the 
bishop. After all, according to the roughly contemporary Actus of the bishops 
of Le Mans, there had been thirty-six monasteries in the diocese early in the 
eighth century, but there were hardly any left by the end of the century, as they 
had all been given to “laymen” and “secular men” in beneficia.85 In the Burgun-
dian region, after Flavigny was founded in 717 with the assistance of the 
Merovingian king Theoderic IV, there were no more new foundations until 
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the foundations of Vézelay, Pouthières, Corbigny, and Charlieu in the second 
half of the ninth century (see Appendix I).

At the close of the ninth century, seven Burgundian monasteries grouped 
together in an association of prayer, most of those that still followed a commu-
nal life: St.-Martin of Autun, Flavigny, St.-Bénigne of Dijon, St.-Seine, Cor-
bigny, St.-Pierre of Chalon, and St.-Symphorien of Autun.86 There were a few 
other Burgundian houses observing a regular life at the time, most notably 
Vézelay and Pouthières, founded only a generation earlier—  though even Vé-
zelay had already experienced troubles, as its original nuns had had to flee 
from raiders and been replaced by monks.87

Cluny, founded at the beginning of the tenth century as a completely new 
house (rather than a refoundation of an old house), one that would have doz-
ens of priories by the late twelfth century, may seem like an exception. But its 
later success should not obscure how typical it was at the time, a house founded 
in the region in the half century starting around 860. Cluny, it should also be 
noted, owed neither its foundation nor its subsequent prosperity to the Caro-
lingians; William I of Aquitaine, its founder, was married to the daughter of 
Boso, who had been the first king successfully (if briefly) to challenge the 
Carolingian monopoly on the thrones of the West.88 Thus in the classic region 
“between the Rhine and the Loire,” monasticism flourished in the early eighth 
century, and by the late tenth century many new houses were flourishing 
again, but in between there was a serious gap in the regular monastic life.

The era of Charlemagne and Louis the Pious was not nearly as difficult for 
eastern Frankish monasteries, for those in old Austrasia or across the Rhine, as 
for those in the West—  even though they, too, experienced new challenges. 
The map of gifts and privileges from Charlemagne to churches is heavily 
weighted toward the east.89 The scholarly characterization of the Carolingians 
as supporters of monasticism is generally based on their role in the establish-
ment of houses in east Frankish areas. It would be hard not to see this reorien-
tation as the lineage’s rejection of the Merovingians and their churches.

Eighth-century eastern foundations were far more numerous than west-
ern ones. For example, the missionary Willibrord founded the monastery of 
Echternach in 706. Not long thereafter the missionary Boniface, like Willi-
brord titled episcopus, founded the monastery of Fulda. Prüm was founded in 
the middle decades of the eighth century by Pippin the Short. Similarly, the 
monastery of Gorze, located a dozen kilometers outside of Metz, was founded 
at about the same time by Chrodegang, bishop of Metz.90
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Chrodegang was a significant figure in eighth-century Austrasia: a man 
who owed his position to secular patronage—  according to Paul the Deacon he 
grew up in the court of Charles Martel and acted as his referendarius—but
who was genuinely concerned with religious issues.91 Pippin the Short had 
made Chrodegang bishop of Metz, his capital, not long after becoming mayor 
of the palace. Chrodegang himself was a consanguineus of those who founded 
the monastery of Lorsch, according to the Traditionsbüch of the house.92

When Cancor and his mother, Williswinda, Chrodegang’s cousins, founded 
Lorsch in 764, with monks drawn from Gorze, first Chrodegang himself and 
then his own brother Gundland became abbot there.93

Chrodegang is also significant because of the privilege for Gorze he issued 
at the Council of Compiègne in 757, a privilege that became the new model 
and greatly increased the authority of a bishop over a monastery. Royal privi-
leges had, during the late seventh and eighth centuries, evolved from grants of 
immunity to offers of (perhaps unwanted) protection, as already noted. Now 
episcopal privileges made the same transition.94 Even while faintly echoing 
some language of “privileges of liberty,” Chrodegang’s privilege stated that a 
monastery should be “subject to the protection and defense” of its bishop, 
using the same terms that Pippin of Herstal had used in a charter for Echter-
nach two generations earlier (subiectum sub mundeburde et defensione). Elec-
tions of new abbots, according to Chrodegang, were to take place with the 
“consent and desire” of the bishop. Earlier privileges had spoken of bishops 
“invited” to a monastery; Chrodegang in contrast spoke of a bishop arriving 
“when it pleased him” (quando ei placuerit). For him a monastery’s well-being
was best preserved by being firmly under episcopal—  and, by extension, 
royal—control.

It is surely significant that this privilege was issued only half a dozen years 
after Pippin removed the last Merovingian king. A decade earlier, when the 
Merovingians were, at least nominally, still kings, Chrodegang himself sub-
scribed a privilege that the bishop of Strasbourg issued for the monastery of 
Arnulfsau-Schwarzach, containing all the exemptions and liberties of the sort 
that had been issued by bishops for a century.95 But Chrodegang issued his 
privilege for Gorze with, he said twice, the “consent and desire” of Pippin the 
Short. Indeed, this privilege has parallels with the privilege that Charlemagne 
later issued for Lorsch, in which he said that Chrodegang himself had put it 
under the king’s personal control, in mundeburdem vel defensionem nostram.96

Even houses that escaped domination by the Carolingians in the eighth 
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and early ninth centuries, moreover, could not do so indefinitely. At Echter-
nach, the late twelfth-century history of the house recalled that, after having 
been ruled by abbots from its foundation until 848, it was then headed by 
counts for over a century, until 974. At St.-Gall, the abbot was removed by 
King Arnulf of Germany around 890 and replaced by the king’s chaplain.97

Although Arnulf was careful to express regret and promised that the monks 
could freely elect their own abbot again after the chaplain’s death (a right St.-
Gall had had confirmed by all Carolingian kings back to Louis the Pious), 
there was no disguising his assumption that monastic offices were his to 
dispose.

One of the reasons for the relative decline of Frankish monasteries under 
the Carolingians, I would therefore suggest, was a new, close relationship be-
tween the kings and the bishops—  a relationship the Merovingian kings have 
been faulted by modern scholars for not pursuing. A number of Carolingian 
administrators, men like Chrodegang, also served as bishops.98 For a period of 
seventy years, all the bishops of the Burgundian see of Langres were from Ba-
varia and other regions east of the Rhine, men chosen by the Carolingians for 
political purposes—  and indeed the abbots of houses in Dijon were also cho-
sen from this region. The ninth-century bishops of Langres took personal con-
trol of most of the monasteries in their diocese, and they were confirmed in 
this control by the kings.99

Throughout the Merovingian era, monasteries—  and the saints whose rel-
ics they conserved—  had both challenged and counseled kings. Now that role 
was taken over by bishops.100 A few favored monasteries, like Lorsch, contin-
ued to receive attention and gifts from the king, but for the majority of both 
eastern and western Frankish monasteries, including those with charters in 
their archives issued by Merovingian kings, the early Carolingian period was 
an empty one.

The Burgundian evidence thus suggests that the rise of the Carolingians was 
accompanied by crucial social and economic changes in west Francia, changes 
that, for the monasteries most affected, took place in a period of documentary 
silence. Not only were very few documents produced during this period in the 
west, but essentially no new monasteries were founded. A time of societal 
breakdown and reorganization was a time uniquely suited for a new dynasty 
to consolidate its power and become rulers of the Franks. But the coincidence 
of the rise of the Carolingians, the lacuna in west Francia both in monastic 
records and in monastic foundations, and the transition from late Roman to 
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medieval patterns of literacy and human settlement was more than just coin-
cidence. I would argue that west Frankish monasteries experienced a major 
gap because they went into a period of significant decline in the late eighth 
century, a decline caused to a considerable extent by the rise of Charlemagne’s 
family and their new attitude toward monasteries, their governance, and their 
property.



C h a p t e r  1 0

Great Noble Families in the Early Middle 
Ages

Some aristocrats of the Merovingian era were enormously wealthy. But did 
these families become the very wealthy and powerful families of the Carolin-
gian era? Curiously, they do not appear to have done so—  or, if they did, that 
was not how they remembered their origins. It is striking that no one living 
within the borders of the old Roman Empire in the year 800 has demonstrable 
ancestors from the year 400,1 even though a number of those living in 1200 
can be demonstrated to be the direct descendants of Charlemagne. A gap in 
aristocratic family history marks the transition from late antiquity to the early 
Middle Ages, a gap that cannot explained simply by a shortage of evidence. 
The nature of the aristocracy in the early Middle Ages has been hotly debated, 
but in this chapter I shall address the question from another direction: that of 
memory.

Wealthy Merovingian-Era Families

Certainly there was no shortage of wealthy families in the seventh and eighth 
centuries. Testaments, many issued by bishops, indicate men and women with 
vast holdings that they were able to give to the church.2 Of course, almost by 
definition, such donors left few secular heirs to inherit this wealth. But that 
did not mean that they were the last in their families. Bishop Bertram of Le 
Mans, who died in the first decades of the seventh century, named in his un-
usually long testament three nephews, four grand-nephews, and four cousins 
(parentes, including three men and a woman), one of whom had two sons of 
his own, as well as naming his two late brothers. He had both inherited and 
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obtained from the royal court property that spread over much of western 
Francia, from the mouth of the Seine south nearly to the Pyrenees.3

Bishop Aunarius of Auxerre (d. 605) also made the church his principal 
heir, but, like Bertram of Le Mans, he had family members who outlived him. 
According to his ninth-century vita, he was brother of Austrenus, bishop of 
Orléans, and his sister Agia was the mother of Lupus, bishop of Sens.4 These 
connections, chronologically plausible, doubtless came from his testament; 
the ninth-century authors of his vita spelled out what he had inherited from 
his father and where he wished to donate it when he died. But this powerful 
ecclesiastical dynasty disappears from the records as abruptly as it appears.

Another example of a wealthy family is provided by Bercharius, who used 
his substantial fortune to establish a monastery in the woods of Der in 666, 
originally called Puteolus but soon renamed Montier-en-Der. He gave his 
foundation, for which he served as first abbot, hereditary property located in 
twenty-two different villas south of the Loire. Like Bertram and Aunarius, he 
is known to have had relatives who might have expected to be his heirs because 
his charter included a specific curse against them if they tried to claim what he 
gave the new house, though he did not name them.5

Fifty years later, in 717, one Wideradus distributed a large amount of 
property spread across a giant square some 120 kilometers on a side to four 
basilicas, St.-Andoche of Saulieu, Ste.-Reine of Alise, St.-Férreol of Grigny/
Vienne,6 and especially to St.-Prix (Praeiectus) of Flavigny.7 He founded Fla-
vigny himself, as he announced in his testament, and he established Benedic-
tine monks there two years later.8 Wideradus referred to his late father Corbo 
as a vir illuster, an indication that he was of high social status—  if the extent of 
his generosity were not already sufficient evidence. The names of Wideradus’s 
other relatives are not known, even though he left property to them as well as 
to Burgundian churches.9

Similarly, a generation later, Fulrad, counselor to Pippin the Short, who 
was rewarded by being made abbot of St.-Denis, drew up a testament in favor 
of that monastery, including property in villas scattered across all of Alsace and 
adjacent territories.10 Fulrad’s contemporary, the wealthy patricius Abbo, made 
his foundation of Novalesa the recipient of his testamentary bequests in 739, 
bequests that were spread across an area twice as broad even as the region 
where Wideradus had owned property. We know the names of Abbo’s closest 
relatives, including his parents, Felix and Rustica—  good Roman names—  as
well as those of three of his four grandparents, some uncles and an aunt, plus 
a cousin.11 But this whole wealthy family group disappears from the records in 
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the middle of the eighth century, and although they must have had descen-
dants in the ninth century, we do not know who they were.

The testaments may give only brief glimpses of powerful families, just as 
they gave away their wealth, but there is also other evidence of great landlords 
in the seventh and eighth centuries. The author of the seventh-century vita of 
Saint Bris expected his readers to be able to recognize the type of Porcarius, a 
vir nobilissimus, lord of many servi and vast fields, who discovered an aban-
doned oratory and prepared to tear it down, until Saint Bris punished him 
with a fever and then revealed himself in a vision.12 If ninth-century nobles 
did not trace their families to men like Porcarius, it is not because they had not 
existed.

Women, too, could control vast fortunes. An example is Irmina, mother-
in-law of Pippin of Herstal, who founded the monastery of Echternach in 698 
and endowed the house richly, including making it the heir for all her prop-
erty, as she specified in her testament.13 About the same time, the wealthy 
matron Erminethrudis made her testament in favor of St.-Denis. Fragments 
of her original testament still survive, so one can be sure that no later copyist 
has improved her position.14

We know a certain amount about Erminethrudis. She gave St.-Denis and 
other basilicas in Paris property located in many different villas, as well as a 
number of serfs with their families, so she was clearly an important landowner 
in the area. She was the mother of a living but unnamed son, and also of Deo-
rovaldus, buried at St.-Symphorien of Paris by the time she drew up her testa-
ment. She also had grandchildren (or just possibly nephews and a niece) 
named Bertegisilus, Bertericus, and Deorovara, and a daughter-in-law (nora)
named Bertovara. One can make an informed guess that Deorovara was 
daughter of Deorovaldus, because their names are so similar, and that Berto-
vara was the mother of Bertegisilus and Bertericus, with whom she shared a 
name element.15

But this is all we know about Erminethrudis. Her testament does not give 
the names of her parents or her (presumably dead) husband. Bertegisilus and 
Bertericus do not appear in other sources. The only possible connection be-
tween Erminethrudis and individuals found in other sources is found in an-
other fragmentary testament for St.-Denis, this one probably issued slightly 
earlier by an anonymous man—  anonymous because the part of the papyrus 
with his name is gone—  who was son of Idda and husband of Chramnethru-
dis, just possibly Erminethrudis spelled differently.16 It may be that Ermineth-
rudis was a member of a well-established and long-lasting dynasty, but if so we 
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will never know it. No one in the ninth century remembered her as their 
ancestor.

With all these very wealthy people in the sources for the seventh and early 
eighth centuries, one would expect to find their descendants continuing to be 
prominent in the late eighth and ninth centuries. But there are surprisingly few 
lineages that cross the gap from the seventh to the ninth centuries. Seventh-
century families often appear in the records without context, floating to the 
surface as it were with a great deal of éclat, only to disappear again without a 
trace. In the hundred years after Erminethrudis’s death, something changed.

Transformations of the Frankish Aristocracy

These wealthy landowners of the seventh and eighth centuries, both men and 
women, were very different from the Gallo-Roman aristocrats of the fourth 
and fifth centuries. Yet the discontinuities between the aristocracies of the year 
400 and those of the year 800 were not spread out evenly over four centuries; 
the sixth century has been seen as an especially crucial transition. Scholars 
have long posited a shift at the time of the victorious establishment of Frank-
ish rule throughout Gaul during the sixth century, some even arguing that 
there was essentially no aristocracy at all then separate from the kings and that 
noble ranks were reconstituted de novo by the Merovingians as royal 
appointees.17

This argument clearly goes too far, in spite of such markers of change as 
the decay of Roman-style villas and the increased importance of connections to 
court. The kings could not possibly have obliterated an entire population of 
well-born landowners, and the wealthy of the sixth century continued to have 
inherited property as well as what they received by royal gift. Those who 
claimed senatorial nobility, like Gregory of Tours himself, were proudly con-
scious at the end of the sixth century of their ancestors a hundred years earlier. 
But if aristocratic families persisted, as Chris Wickham has argued, in many 
cases what he calls their “distinguishing marks” had changed when the state 
changed from empire to local kingdom, and the differences in their social po-
sition meant that their ancestors were rapidly becoming incomprehensible.18

Here I would like to carry the discussion of the transformation of the 
Frankish aristocracy one step further and focus on another major discontinu-
ity in their history, that of the eighth century. Just as few fifth-century families 
persisted as self-conscious units through the sixth century and into the 
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seventh, other than the Merovingian royal line itself, so there is a gap between 
the powerful of the seventh and early eighth centuries and those of the year 
800 and after. This gap falls at the very same point as that in western monastic 
records (Chapter 9). Very few families cross this gap, other than the Arnulf-
ings/Carolingians themselves.

For too long discussions of the eighth-century aristocracy were bogged 
down in debates about the extent to which they were representatives of the 
ethnic identity of the peoples of their regions or else royal appointees from 
elsewhere. That is, for some these aristocrats were the forerunners—  perhaps
indeed the ancestors—  of the regional princes of the tenth century.19 For oth-
ers, they were the last remnants of the Merovingian age, shortly to be replaced 
by an “imperial aristocracy” composed mostly of men of Austrasian stock, es-
tablished in the rest of Francia by the Carolingians as they rose to power and 
broke up many of the long-established hierarchies.20 Although this simplistic 
dichotomy has rightly been abandoned, allowing a more nuanced view of a 
Frankish nobility that does not have to be either a conscious creation of the 
Carolingians or else the palpable expression of self-definition by the folk, it is 
still necessary to address the novelty of dynastic consciousness among the ar-
istocracy in the ninth century.

In part, of course, in the seventh and early eighth centuries dynasty was 
not as crucial for the many people who owed their position to the kings as it 
was for the kings themselves. Dukes and mayors of the palace were appointed 
and replaced with some frequency. The great lords who appear in the records 
do not appear to have claimed that just because they were related to someone 
they had a right to their office. Fredegar certainly noted family connections in 
many cases. But that he did not bother to mention family for most of those he 
discussed implies that it was not a central issue. This suggests that there was a 
shift in the late eighth century in family structure as all great lords, led by the 
Carolingians, began for the first time to conceptualize themselves as male-line
dynasties, in direct imitation of the now-gone Merovingians.21

The Arnulfings’ family tree may now be pieced together for five genera-
tions, but it was only with the historians of the age of Charlemagne that it was 
portrayed as a clear dynasty. The lack of any such dynastic portrayal by earlier 
chroniclers—  including the chroniclers upon whom scholars now rely for ge-
nealogical detail—  suggests that non-Merovingians were not considered in the 
same terms as were the kings. Certainly it was important to know if someone 
was from a noble gens or stirps, but the chroniclers might well tell their readers 
this without bothering to name any specific relatives. Here an understanding 
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of the great nobles, and the way that they remembered and commemorated 
their own pasts, can shed light on crucial issues.

The Etichonids

The example of the so-called Etichonids indicates how difficult it is to speak 
confidently of “families” and their boundaries in the seventh century and sug-
gests that the ninth century, while also not having a simple or transparent con-
ception of family, remembered their ancestors very differently.22 It is possible, by 
combining a number of sources (some from appreciably later), to construct six 
generations of a family tree for this group in the seventh and early eighth centu-
ries. But in the ninth century the way this family was remembered had 
changed—  even though there may well have been biological continuity.

Erchenoald, mayor of the palace = Liutsinda
d. c. 658

Leudesius, mayor of the palace N Bishop Leudegar
d. c. 675 of Autun

          Etih/Adalric, duke of Alsace = Bersuinda

Adalbert, duke of Alsace = Ingina Odila (?)
d. c. 722

Liutfrid Ebrohard Abbess Eugenia Atala (?) Gundlinda (?)
duke count, d. 747
= =
Hiltrudis/ Hemeltrudis
Theutila

Hildifridus

Hugh, count of Tours
fl. 807

Figure 4. The Etichonids.
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Evidence for these six generations is as follows. Erchenoald was the first 
known family member chronologically. He became mayor of the palace in the 
640s,23 and although there is no precise evidence for his family connections, 
Fredegar (a near contemporary) tells us that he was a consanguineus of the 
(unnamed) mother of King Dagobert I, implying that she was Clothar II’s 
beloved wife Bertetrudis.24 Erchenoald and the queen might have been aunt 
and nephew, or distant cousins. Fredegar was concerned with kin but did not 
define this kin as any straight-line lineage.

Although Erchenoald died around 658, his son, Leudesius, did not be-
come mayor of the palace until the 670s; there was no presumption of hered-
ity.25 Leudesius was most likely born to Liutsinda, Erchenoald’s second wife. 
Both the similarity of name elements and the fact that Leudesius did not be-
come mayor until nearly two decades after his father’s death suggest that he 
was born of this late second marriage. The Liber Historiae Francorum calls 
Leudesius noble, but its most interesting detail is a political alliance between 
Leudesius and Bishop Leudegar of Autun, at whose urging Leudesius was 
given the office of mayor.26

This alliance of course recalls that of the Arnulfings/Pippinids; Pippin I 
and Bishop Arnulf of Metz were allies in the 620s,27 and from the marriage of 
Pippin’s daughter and Arnulf ’s son came (it was later believed) the lineage that 
resulted in Charlemagne. Leudesius was not nearly as successful as was Pippin 
I, in spite of his own friendship with a bishop. Ebroin, mayor of the palace, 
who had been tonsured and made an unwilling monk at Luxeuil at the time 
that Leudesius came to power, soon left the monastery and had both Leude-
sius and Bishop Leudegar killed—  even though Leudesius was his own godfa-
ther, according to the continuator of Fredegar’s chronicle—  along with Warin, 
the bishop’s brother.28

At this point, after only two generations, the family of the Etichonids 
disappear from the seventh- and eighth-century narrative sources. But their 
subsequent history may be constructed from scattered charters, from occa-
sional mentions in saints’ lives, and from much later narrative sources, if one 
assumes that monks of the twelfth century had some now-lost earlier sources 
on which to draw. That such powerful individuals are not linked in a lineage 
by the narrative sources is itself an indication that such a dynasty was not of 
great concern.

If one can recognize Leudesius, briefly mayor of the palace, as Liutheri-
cus, mayor of the palace for the “emperor” Childeric,29 then the later “Vita 
Odilae” has further genealogical information. According to this source, 
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Liuthericus was the father of the very noble duke Adalric of Alsace, also called 
Etih. It is for him that the line is called the “Etichonids” by modern scholars.30

An Edichus or Chadichus does appear as duke in Alsace in a 675 charter of 
Childeric II (though with no indication of his father) and, under the name of 
Adalricus, was accused of being unfaithful to King Theoderic III in a charter 
of 677. He also appears, under the name of Duke Chatalrichus or Chaticus, in 
the late seventh-century vita of Abbot Germanus of Grandval, though with-
out any indication of his family. The twelfth-century chronicle of Bèze, how-
ever, which incorporates early charters of the house, calls Adalricus son not of 
Leudesius but of Amalgarius, founder of Bèze, and of his wife, Aquilina.31

Adalric/Etih, the duke of Alsace, and his wife, Bersuinda, also are referred 
to in a later document from Ebersheim, a document the monks attributed to 
Charlemagne. According to this retrospective document, the noble couple 
were the original founders of Ebersheim. The thirteenth-century chronicle of 
Ebersheim also identified Etih (here called Atticus) as the house’s founder, 
with enough detail that it is possible that the chronicler had an authentic 
foundation charter before him. In addition, this chronicle specified that the 
duchess Bersuinda was related to Bishop Leudegar: according to the chronicle, 
she was the bishop’s niece, daughter of a sister of Leudegar or of his brother 
Warin.32 If the chronicle is to be believed, then the friendship between Leude-
sius and Bishop Leudegar was cemented by a marriage between Leudesius’s 
son and Leudegar’s niece. This connection between Adalric/Etih and Bishop 
Leudegar may, however, be undercut by the “Passio” of Leudegar, written 
within a few years of the bishop’s murder, which identifies Duke Chadalricus 
from Austrasia (i.e., Etih) as one of the party of the bishop’s bitterest 
enemies.33

A similar story is told by the “Vita Odilae.” Here Duke Adalric was mar-
ried to Persinda, related by “affinity” to Bishop Leudegar, and they were the 
parents of Duke Adalbert and of Saint Odila. Duke Adalbert does appear in 
the charters; he married a woman named Ingina, made a dying gift to Honau 
in 722, and is referred to again in a retrospective charter of Pippin the Short 
for Honau from c. 748, although with no specification of his parentage. The 
“Vita Odilae” says that Adalbert had three daughters, Eugenia, Atala, and 
Gundlinda, and charters from both Honau and Wissembourg give Adalbert 
sons named Liutfrid and Ebrohard. The charter for Honau also has the abbess 
Eugenia witness a gift from the brothers Liutfrid and Ebrohard, so it is indeed 
possible that she was their sister. (Atala seems less likely, however; this was the 
name of the abbess of Hohenburg, Odila’s nunnery, in the 780s, some sixty 
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years after Duke Adalbert’s death.) A charter from Murbach from the late 720s 
calls Liutfrid a duke and Ebrohard a count, and in Theoderic IV’s confirma-
tion of this charter he called Count Ebrohard Murbach’s founder and his own 
fidelis.34 Duke Liutfrid, who referred in his own charters to his mother Ingina, 
married a woman named Hiltrudis or Theutila (although Theutila may be a 
second wife). He and Theutila appear for the last time in a 742 charter for 
Wissembourg, when he had a son named Hildifridus, about whom nothing 
more is known. Ebrohard married a woman named Hemeltrudis, with whom 
he appeared in charters for Murbach from the 730s, but is not known to have 
left any heirs. Ebrohard died in 747.35

One can thus, at least if one is willing to assume that later sources have 
some accurate genealogical information on the seventh and eighth centuries, 
give a family tree with six generations in the male line, from the original Erch-
enoald, mayor of the palace; through his son Leudesius, also a mayor of the 
palace and ally of a martyred bishop; to his (possible) son Etih/Adalric, a duke 
and husband of the bishop’s niece; to his son Adalbert, also a duke; to his two 
sons, Duke Liutfrid and Count Ebrohard, and three daughters, all holy young 
women; and finally to Duke Liutfrid’s son. But it is striking that the continu-
ity of the line (even the rather shaky continuity thus established) is broken by 
the middle of the eighth century.36

Here the Etichonids were not forgotten, for Thegan, the biographer of 
Louis the Pious, still remembered them well into the ninth century. According 
to Louis’s biography, Ermengard, the bride of the emperor’s oldest son, was the 
daughter of Count Hugh, himself of the stirps of Duke Etih.37 Count Hugh, 
who is identified as count of Tours by the Royal Frankish Annals, appeared in 
a document of Charlemagne’s in 807, receiving property in the regions of 
Anjou and Rennes, and also received the nunnery of St.-Julien of Auxerre 
from him, a grant reconfirmed by Louis the Pious.38 But Duke Etih/Adalric 
had been dead for close to 150 years when a girl from his stirps married the 
future emperor.39 It is also worth noting that an Alsatian duke’s descendant 
was established now in West Francia. Etih/Adalric had been important enough 
that his distant relative, Count Hugh, was honored by association with him, 
but the absence of other relatives worth mentioning during those missing 
generations certainly suggests a break in how families were considered and 
constructed in the eighth century.40

The example of the Etichonids, therefore, suggests that tidily constructed 
family trees were not the norm in the seventh and early eighth centuries. 
Once the Carolingians set out to define themselves as a patrilineage, as 
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discussed in Chapter 7, and defined their kingship as hereditary in the male 
line, other groups of relatives had to follow suit.41 But this new sense of pa-
trilineage meant that the organization of even the most powerful nonroyal 
families before the late eighth century remained profoundly strange to their 
descendants.

The Robertians

The novelty of the ways that men of the ninth century thought about their 
ancestors can be further illustrated by the example of the Robertians, the an-
cestors of the Capetian kings of France. They are one of the very few groups of 
relatives, other than the Carolingians themselves, for which it is possible to 
construct a line of ancestors back from the ninth century into the early eighth 
or even seventh century.42 And yet they themselves never evoked these 
ancestors—  and neither do modern histories of the lineage. The narratives of 
around the year 800, focused on Charlemagne’s ancestors, outshone any such 
effort the Robertians might have made, and by the mid-ninth century, when 
Robert the Strong (d. 866) became a major figure under Charlemagne’s grand-
sons, ideas of family had shifted so much that neither he nor his contemporar-
ies thought of him as a descendant of Merovingian-era royal officials.

Even today, historians cannot agree on the ancestry of Robert the Strong. 
The father of two kings and the male-line ancestor of all kings of France from 
987 until the Revolution, he appears rather abruptly in the French sources of 
the mid-ninth century. Certainly he was no parvenu; he was wealthy and pow-
erful, a count, a war leader against the Vikings, a lay abbot of multiple houses. 
The comments by Richer, who wrote a century and a half later, that Robert 
was a simple knight, son of one Witichin or Widukind, appear to have been 
made purposely to discredit his descendants and are given no credence by 
modern historians.43 But that Richer could make such a comment at all shows 
how little information there was on Robert’s ancestry.

One aspect of Robert’s family is clear from his first appearance in the 
ninth century: relatives often held church property and acted as lay abbots, in 
the Carolingian tradition. In 845, Charles the Bald restored to the archbishop 
of Reims some property he said he had distributed in benefice to his fideles,
including Robert. In 852, Robert was lay abbot of Marmoutier.44 Indeed, 
Robertians continued to exercise authority over the relics of Saint Martin for 
the next century and a half; their possession of the legendary cape of the saint 
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gave rise to the nickname Capet, eventually the name given to the whole dy-
nasty. Odo, oldest son of Robert the Strong, was “count and abbot” of St.-
Martin of Tours. Both King Robert I, younger son of Robert the Strong, and 
Robert I’s son Hugh the Great are attested as having acted as abbots of St.-
Martin in a 931 charter of King Raoul (Robert I’s son-in-law).45

Count Adelhelm  Count Lambert

Williswinda = Rupert count of the Hesbaye, d. 748    Sigram = Landrada

Turincbert Cancor             Bishop Chrodegang

Count Rupert

Count Robert, d. c. 835

Robert the Strong Megingoz I Adelhelm
d. 866

King Odo King Robert I Megingoz II
(888–898) (923)

Hugh the Great

King Hugh Capet
(987–996)

Figure 5. The Robertians, ancestors of the Capetians (simplified).

And yet this very powerful group of relatives appears to spring into exis-
tence with no background—  or at least none that was obvious even at the time 
that they first took the throne. The difficulty of determining Robert the 
Strong’s ancestry is more than the result of scant sources—  or even of looking 
for sources in the wrong places. Rather, it is a reflection of how medieval writ-
ers themselves conceptualized their past, indeed an act of deliberate 
forgetting.

Beginning in the eleventh century, writers sought to reshape French 
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history into three relatively tidy periods, the Merovingian, Carolingian, and 
Capetian.46 This periodization was a great success and even now is taken for 
granted. But in putting ruling families into their “correct” compartments 
(481–751, 751–987, post-987), one risks overlooking if not indeed impatiently 
cutting away any branches of the family that hang out of their appropriate 
compartment, or even try to invade other compartments. To glorify the Cape-
tian lineage their publicists concentrated only on those men who were kings, 
rather than nonroyal relatives, much less women. Indeed, by the thirteenth 
century Capetian family trees might leave out all pre-987 Robertians.47

Unlike the Carolingians, who quite consciously tried to push their own 
origins back into the seventh century, when the Arnulfings, they suggested, 
already “really” ruled the Frankish kingdoms, the Capetians were much less 
interested in their ancestry before Hugh Capet. The troublesome century 
(888–987) from Odo to Hugh, when alternately Carolingians and Robertians 
served as kings of the Franks, had to be smoothed out, often by being left out. 
As a result, even if Capetian histories strayed back before 987, they made no 
effort to go back before Robert the Strong.

And yet there is good evidence to construct a family tree of Robertian 
counts and dukes back to men who served at the Merovingian court at the 
time of Arnulf of Metz and Pippin I. Their documentary sources are indeed as 
good as the documentary sources for the early Arnulfings, even if the early 
Robertians tend not to feature as prominently in the narrative sources. This 
should not be surprising, given the pull the Arnulfings had on the historical 
imagination once Pippin of Herstal effectively eliminated opposition. But the 
biggest difference between the sources for early Arnulfing/Pippinid history 
and early Robertian history is that we have no ninth-century court of 
Robertians—  as we have for the Carolingians—  saying, “Yes, those are our 
ancestors.”

Robert the Strong becomes much less a mysteriously appearing figure if 
one can avoid labeling him “French.” The distinction between “French” and 
“German” is, of course, markedly unhelpful for the Carolingian era, but 
French scholars for generations resisted seeing the first ancestor of the Cape-
tians as having any Germanic taint. This kept their attention away from the 
Rhineland and away from the sources that speak quite a bit about men named 
Robert or Rupert.48 The challenge is in going beyond generalities like “the clan 
of the Rupertines” to knowing exactly how Robert’s family was related to 
other people with whom they were allied—  or against whom they competed 
for advantage.
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The most likely family tree for Robert the Strong begins in the Rhineland 
with a Robert (or Rupert) who acted as royal missus in 825; Einhard wrote him 
a letter about this same time.49 This Robert probably died around 835, for 
Robert the Strong—  who is also doubtless the “Robert son of Count Robert” 
found in documents from the monastery of Lorsch in the 830s—  received 
property in the Rhineland from Louis the Pious in early 836, when the em-
peror called him his fidelis.50 Robert the Strong was probably brother—  or
possibly brother-in-law—  of one Megingoz, who called Odo, oldest son of 
Robert the Strong, his nephew (nepos) when they made a gift together to 
Lorsch in 876; Megingoz’s probable son, Megingoz II, was referred to some 
fifteen years later as Odo’s cousin (nepos again—  the word could mean either 
nephew or cousin).51 Robert the Strong is also usually considered the brother 
(or possibly brother-in-law) of one Adelhelm, because Adelhelm was avuncu-
lus of Robert’s son Odo.52

German scholars (followed in recent years by at least some French schol-
ars) have created a family tree that gives Robert the Strong ancestry going 
back at least four generations. They make his father Count Robert (or Ru-
pert) son of another Robert (or Rupert), son of Turincbert, son of Rupert I, 
count of the Oberrhein in the mid-eighth century.53 Thus Robert the Strong’s 
grandfather is identified as the Count Robert who appears in a charter for 
Lorsch in 795. As a youth this Robert appeared in a 770 charter with his fa-
ther, Turincbert, who had a brother named Cancor.54 Turincbert and Cancor 
were important figures in Alsatian history, sons of the widow Williswinda 
who founded Lorsch in 764. Williswinda, herself daughter of Count Adel-
helm, was the widow of Count Rupert, according to the necrology of 
Lorsch.55

According to the Traditionsbüch of Lorsch, Cancor was the consanguineus
of Chrodegang, the bishop of Metz who assisted in Lorsch’s foundation and 
whose brother became the house’s first abbot.56 (It is rather ironic that Pippin 
the Short, who found Chrodegang’s help invaluable when he became king of 
the Franks, was here relying on someone who can be worked into the family 
tree of the Capetian line that would eventually replace the Carolingians.)57

Chrodegang, according to Paul the Deacon, was from the Hesbaye and was of 
the highest nobility, son of Sigram and Landrada.58 It is unclear exactly how 
Cancor and Chrodegang were related, but the name element Chrod- suggests 
he was related to men named Robert.59

Williswinda’s husband can probably be identified with the Count Robert 
who appears in the Hesbaye in several charters from the first half of the eighth 
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century, the same region from which Chrodegang came. A 741 charter for St.-
Trond refers to Count Robert as son of Lambert, and the eighth-century vita
of Bishop Eucherius of Orléans says that when he was driven from his see by 
Charles Martel, he found refuge in the Hesbaye with Chrodebertus dux. Rob-
ert of the Hesbaye was probably the Hotbertus killed in 748, according to the 
“Annales Alamannici.”60 His father Lambert may be the same person as the 
Count Lambert who appears in a charter from Metz from 715, which would 
push the Robertians’ ancestry back to a fifth generation.61

At this point all effort to find the ancestry of Robert the Strong becomes 
sheer speculation, yet Roberts, Ruperts, and Lamberts can readily be found 
even earlier, often serving the Merovingian kings. These often, however, ap-
pear in Neustria as well as the Rhineland. A Chrodoberthus signed a charter 
of Chilperic II in 716.62 He may be the same as the Ruotbertus who signed a 
charter of Charles Martel in 723 and perhaps the same as the Rotbertus who 
acted as advocatus before Charles Martel on behalf of the monks of St.-
Wandrille.63 Another Hrodbertus, said to be of the highest nobility and to 
have a niece named Erintrudis, was bishop of Worms and Salzburg in the early 
eighth century.64 A referendarius Chrodbercthus appears in a 692/3 charter of 
Clovis III.65

Robert seal-holder, inluster vir
fl. c. 630

Robert, bishop of Paris

Robert referendarius, fl. 660 Halbert Erlebert

Angadrisma = Abbot Ansbert Abbot Lambert
of St.-Wandrille of St.-Wandrille

Robert referendarius, fl. 692
                  Robert, bishop of Worms X

Robert, fl. 716/723
Erintrudis

Figure 6. Seventh- and early eighth-century men named Robert.
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Another Hrotbertus referendarius, called “major domo of the sacred pal-
ace” in a charter from 660, appears a generation or so earlier. This one was 
apparently the brother of one Haltbertus; the two were said to be of the high-
est nobility and uncles (avunculi) of the seventh-century Abbot Lambert of 
St.-Wandrille, son of Erlebertus, according to a vita written not long after his 
death.66 The slightly later vita of Abbot Lambert’s successor Abbot Ansbert—
who supposedly married Hrotbertus’s daughter Angadrisma, although the 
couple maintained a chaste union—  says that Hrotbertus kept the seal for 
King Clothar III (d. 673).67

This Hrotbertus was perhaps identical with the Rodebertus who was 
identified as count in the Alsace region in a royal charter from 675; the Alsa-
tian count was doubtless the same as the Chrodobertus, “count of the pal-
ace,” who acted as executioner on behalf of the mayor of the palace in the 
late 670s.68 Another Chrodobertus, called “excellent prince,” was bishop of 
Paris in the 650s.69 An earlier Chrodobertus was seal-holder for King Dagob-
ert, according to a 630 document, and was doubtless the same as the Duke 
Crodobertus whom Fredegar says fought at Dagobert’s side against the 
Wends in the campaign of 631.70 He may be the same person as the inluster 
vir Rodbertus who is referenced in a retrospective charter of Pippin the Short 
as having made gifts to St.-Denis at the time of Clothar II, and perhaps is the 
inluster vir Daobercthus in an original 625 document of Clothar II for 
St.-Denis.71

In studying the Merovingian-era curia, scholars have tended to give all 
their attention to the mayors of the palace, because some of them eventually 
gave rise to the Carolingians. The mayors of the palace were a power in their 
own right, attempting throughout the seventh century to make their office 
hereditary.72 The counts of the palace, however, may have been nearly as im-
portant. They were after all responsible for overseeing the royal tribunal73 and 
thus played an essential part in the king’s function as lawgiver. A surprising 
number of counts of the palace were named Robert. One can semiplausibly 
take the history of the “Rupertine” counts of the palace back as far as that of 
the “Arnulfing” mayors of the palace (first decades of the seventh century). It 
is thus not too far-fetched to suggest that the ancestors of Capetians were 
consolidating their power as agents for the Merovingians at exactly the same 
time—  if not initially as successfully—  as the Arnulfings were doing so.

Constructing the family trees of the Etichonids and the early Robertians may 
now seem little more than an exercise in antiquarianism. But the details of this 
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apparently arcane genealogical exercise become revelatory of how ancestors 
were remembered in the early Middle Ages if the process is compared to that 
by which modern scholars have worked out the ancestry of the Arnulfings/
Carolingians.74 For all three lineages, there is little indication of an effort to 
create a memory of the family before the ninth century; modern scholars have 
to piece earlier connections together from scattered references. Only when a 
lineage took the throne, or came close to doing so, did members create a mem-
ory of patrilineage. The Merovingians had always been a stirps; the other 
groups of relatives only began to define themselves as such at the end of the 
eighth or ninth century. If we know more about Charlemagne’s ancestors in 
the seventh century than about Robert the Strong’s, or about how (or even if ) 
Louis the Pious’s daughter-in-law was descended from a seventh-century duke 
of Alsace, it is because the Carolingians themselves were more assiduous in 
creating that memory.

The apparent gap in the eighth century, between the wealthiest 
Merovingian-era lords and the great nobles of the Carolingian and subsequent 
eras, may in part be due to the broad transformations taking place from antiq-
uity to the Middle Ages. But in part it is due to more specific changes, a new 
way of thinking about lineage. Aristocratic Roman clans and lineages had 
disappeared from Gaul along with consciousness of senatorial status, not long 
after the time of Gregory of Tours, requiring a reconception of family among 
the powerful. Before the eighth century, although of course men believed that 
whatever their fathers had had was rightfully theirs, there was little sense of a 
long line of ancestors giving validity—  except for the kings.

When the Carolingians ascended the throne, they, too, needed to remem-
ber a line of ancestors. Those who challenged them then had to create their 
own ancestral memory. The Robertians, however, who became kings for the 
first time only five generations after Pippin the Short, looked back no further 
than Robert the Strong. Thus modern scholars can attest to more ancestors in 
the distant past for the Capetians that they did for themselves—  the opposite 
of the Carolingians. The Etichonids, in contrast to both, never seem to have 
constructed their family history as a lineage. The six generations of (probable) 
Etichonids of the seventh and early eighth centuries were never arranged into 
a lineage by men of the time but have to be created out of name similarities 
and later accounts, those dating from periods when the importance of lineage 
was self-evident for the powerful. Hugh of Tours, living when those at the 
royal court were acutely aware of patrilineal connections, was said to be of the 
stirps of Duke Etih because it seemed obvious in the ninth century that he 
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must belong to some great dynasty, but no one at the time spelled out his line 
of descent, which modern scholars, too, have been unable to determine.

As all these examples suggest, with the rise of the Carolingians came a 
new way of thinking about one’s ancestry, one that persisted into the high 
Middle Ages. If the many powerful lords of the Merovingian era cannot be 
demonstrated to have descendants in the ninth and later centuries, it was not 
because their lineages died out. Rather, it was because no one (except the 
Merovingian kings themselves) thought in terms of lineage before the end of 
the eighth century. When the lords of the ninth century began to do so, it was 
generally too late to create the appropriate memory.
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Early Frankish Monasticism

The sixth century was the period in which medieval Christianity was formed.1

By the year 600, bishops were well-established political figures, asceticism was 
institutionalized in the monasteries, and saints worked through their relics. 
During the century after the conversion of Clovis, late antique Gaul devel-
oped the assumptions about church governance, monasticism, and the holy 
dead that dominated for the next thousand years. Once early medieval Chris-
tianity settled on its broad outlines, the tendency was to re-remember the past 
as having followed the same pattern.

Christians of the seventh century shaped their religious practices by con-
templating their past, retelling the story of their predecessors until an account 
of fairly radical religious and structural innovation became the story of what 
had always been done. Earlier Christian communities in Gaul had had a much 
less orderly governance system and had witnessed far more independent her-
mits and wandering ascetics than monks living under a Rule, but that was not 
how they were recalled. Such an act of creative memory obscured for later 
medieval thinkers the differences between the Christianity of late antiquity 
and that of the following centuries in Europe. For it was not inevitable that 
the organized church take the form it had by around 600, something not 
presaged by the first centuries of Christianity, yet a form that then persisted for 
close to a millennium.

Early—that is, sixth- and seventh-century—Frankish monasticism did 
not think of itself as early monasticism. Some three centuries previously, An-
thony had first attracted followers as he retreated into the Egyptian desert, 
away from both materiality and Roman society. Separation from the world, 
accompanied by fervent prayer, marked those who wanted a more intensely 
religious life than that followed by other Christians. In the late fourth and 
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early fifth centuries, there was a virtual explosion of wandering monks all 
around the Mediterranean, men who claimed apostolic precedent for their 
wandering and begging but who were regarded with deep suspicion by the 
church hierarchy. Initially without legal status, being neither clergy nor lay-
men, they commanded no respect.2 These gyrovagi (wanderers) could be per-
ceived as holier than the established clergy, as they themselves asserted, or 
could be considered both lazy and crazy.

But in sixth-century Gaul most of these debates were either irrelevant or 
over. Hermits might still be found in ones and twos in any wild patch, but 
there were few crazed wanderers—  indeed, it is estimated that a good two-
thirds of sixth-century hermits were aristocratic men seeking spiritual purity.3

Begging and solitary wandering became less viable with the collapse of Roman 
urban culture. Monks were now a recognized and respected legal category, 
subject to their bishops as specified in the 451 Council of Chalcedon.4 They 
were supposed to be stable, live in groups, and follow some kind of a rule 
under a master or abbot.

Unlike their predecessors, sixth-century communities of monks had their 
own fields and orchards, as assumed in the Benedictine Rule written in this 
period, and generally their own serfs and peasant tenants to work these fields. 
The well-to-do could and did support the followers of holy poverty, but such 
support increasingly took the form of donations of property rather than a coin 
pressed into a beggar’s hand. By the seventh century, such donations were ex-
plicitly tied to a search for salvation by the powerful, and new monasteries 
generally received a formal foundation charter, commemorating both their 
foundation and the donors’ generosity.

When the monks of the sixth and seventh centuries constructed the mem-
ory of their own past, many of the transformations of the previous centuries 
were smoothed out, so that their predecessors were assumed to be almost like 
the monks of their own time, even while monastic authors also argued for the 
exceptional achievements of these predecessors. And yet the past remained for-
eign enough that monks felt compelled to create explanations for how their 
houses had reached what seemed their entirely self-evident Present.

The Origins of Monasticism in Gaul

Monasticism had reached Gaul when Martin, bishop of Tours, founded Mar-
moutier, the first Western monastery, shortly before 400.5 Even more 
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influential was Lérins, founded about a generation later. This house, on an 
island off what is now the Riviera, began as a hermitage of aristocratic men, 
many of whom went on to become bishops. Lérins also became an intellectual 
center for sermons, letters, saints’ lives, and theological treatises. Its rule was 
one of several possible rules adopted subsequently by other monasteries.6

But Lérins was unusual. In the mid-fifth century, at the time of the Coun-
cil of Chalcedon, there were few other monastic communities in Gaul. Broth-
ers assembled at Arles and Marseille, also on the Mediterranean; at the 
monastic complex at Grigny, across the Rhône from Vienne; and at Agaune, 
the latter group replaced in the sixth century by a community established by 
King Sigismund of Burgundy.7 In the half century or so after Chalcedon, 
groups of monks began for the first time to attain significant numbers in Gaul. 
But monasteries were still uncommon; in the 480s the scholar and preacher 
Caesarius, later bishop of Arles, had to travel over five hundred kilometers to 
Lérins from his native Chalon-sur-Saône in order to find a suitable monastery 
to join.8 In fact, the evidence often suggests a very uneven and sporadic exis-
tence for monasteries. And fifth- and early sixth-century monasteries did not 
yet have a form that would be recognizable to their medieval successors.9

In the fifth century, when much of Frankish Gaul was Christian, if not yet 
its kings, houses were generally founded through the efforts of the monks 
themselves, as hermits attracted disciples or as wanderers settled down. 
Scarcely any laymen founded monasteries in Gaul before the middle of the 
sixth century, long after the conversion of Clovis. He himself played no role in 
the establishment of monastic communities, even though many monasteries 
claimed him as a founder centuries later. He did have the church of the Apos-
tles built in Paris to shelter his own tomb, where Saint Genovefa was also 
buried, but this basilica had no community of monks.

In the sixth century, in contrast to the fifth, monasteries were typically 
founded by bishops or, in some cases, by kings. Such was the case with Sigis-
mund’s community at St.-Maurice of Agaune. Royal foundations then be-
came increasingly common after the year 600. Highly influential here were 
the practices introduced at Luxeuil by the Irish missionary Columbanus (d. 
615), who was celebrated in his vita for working with kings to found 
monasteries—  when he was not cursing them for inappropriate behavior. 
Nonroyal though still wealthy laymen began founding monasteries in the 
mid-sixth century, but they were more unusual than royal founders until the 
seventh century.10

The Burgundy–southern Champagne region provides a typical example. 
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Only one monastery, St.-Marien of Auxerre, was founded there before the year 
500, as a group of recluses supported by Bishop Germanus.11 In the first half 
of the sixth century, Moûtier-St.-Jean became established, originally as a her-
mitage. In the second half of the century, St.-Seine was founded by a disciple 
of Saint John of Moûtier-St.-Jean, and monks also settled in the basilicas of 
St.-Marcel outside Chalon, St.-Symphorien of Autun, and St.-Bénigne of 
Dijon, all of which were dedicated to early martyr saints and were supported 
by their local bishops—  and for St.-Marcel, by King Guntram. This is a re-
markably skimpy list for a region later considered a great monastic center. 
St.-Remy and St.-Jean of Sens, as well as the houses of Ferrières and Nesle, 
may also have been basilicas in the sixth century, but there is no evidence of 
their existence as monastic communities before the seventh century. As de-
tailed in Appendix I, although many more monasteries were founded in the 
region after the year 600, such houses were still unusual a century and a half 
after Chalcedon.12

A community of monks could, at least theoretically, be established any-
where. But sixth-century monasteries were most commonly established at sites 
that were already sacred—  such as martyrs’ tombs. Earlier burials helped make 
a site holy. Some churches were built over burial sites that appear to predate the 
region’s conversion to Christianity.13 Their dead, however, were considered holy 
dead. If they had not been Christian when buried, Christian services conducted 
above their bones brought them into the community of the faithful. In urban 
areas, where most sixth-century monasteries were located, the general sequence 
was church, then church with holy relics, then church served by a body of 
monks. In the countryside, the sequence was holy site, then holy site with an 
oratory, then holy site with a church and a body of monks. A basilica might 
have a body of monks for a period, lose them, and then reacquire them. The 
establishment of monastic communities took place at first slowly, almost si-
lently. It created a new relationship between the dead saints and their bones on 
the one hand and the community of the faithful on the other. The idea that all 
major churches and basilicas should be served by monks or canons, although 
almost self-evident in later centuries, was novel in Merovingian Gaul.

The slow transition from church or oratory to house of religious brothers 
meant that one cannot now say with any certainty exactly when an early 
Frankish monastery was founded. Perhaps those at the time would have had 
equal difficulty giving a precise date. The presence or absence of monks was 
not even always indicated by whether a church was called a basilica or a mon-
asterium, for some houses that certainly had monks were referred to as 
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basilicas and other houses served by secular priests were called monasteries.14

A church served by only two or three monks could not really be characterized 
as a monastery (contemporary sources might call it an abbatiola). Monasteries 
might appear abruptly in the sources and then disappear again. Even the pres-
ence of an abbas did not necessarily imply a community of monks. Monastic 
communities from St.-Martin of Tours to Bobbio were founded or refounded 
in structures that might have been an abandoned oratory or might once have 
sheltered an earlier monastic community.15 Thus monasteries were not founded 
de novo but rather transformed an earlier site that had already acquired some 
of the holiness the new community wished to appropriate.

The presence of a sixth-century basilica often led seventh-century monks 
to push their foundation event back well before the actual establishment of a 
monastic community. The city of Auxerre had more known churches at the 
end of the sixth century than any neighboring see (see Appendix II), although 
in part this may be an artifact of better documentation.16 But many of these 
were recent foundations. There is, significantly, only one urban monastery in 
the group, the fifth-century foundation of St.-Marien—  and even it was not 
strictly “urban,” as it lay across the river. All the other urban churches of the 
sixth century were basilicas, with a priest or two but no monks—  even though 
they all acquired monks in the seventh or subsequent centuries.17 The few 
rural monasteries were small houses that did not long survive and should bet-
ter be considered as hermitages or communities of recluses than the well-
established and well-regulated institutions of the seventh century.18

Foundations and Foundation Accounts

Foundation stories are always retrospective: one knows the end of the story, 
the full flourishing of the institution, and thus can look backward for the ele-
ments that led to its first establishment. The creation of such foundation sto-
ries for their houses by Merovingian-era monks required a decoding of the 
past—  an examination of evidence that could disturbingly suggest a very dif-
ferent sort of institution—  in order to find and highlight those elements that 
led to their present. Numbers of monks, the rule they followed, and even 
whether the inhabitants of such a house were male or female were constantly 
in flux. Such complicated series of events are rarely reflected in the foundation 
accounts written in the seventh century, which preferred a simpler story in 
which a church that lacked a body of monks then happily and permanently 
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acquired one. The difficulty confronting monks of older houses was that mo-
nastic foundations before the end of the sixth century were not nearly as tidy, 
in spite of the best efforts of foundation stories to suggest otherwise.

For example, Moûtier-St.-Jean (Reomaus), dating from the early sixth 
century, began as a group of hermits, who adopted a version of the institutes 
of Lérins. But this was not enough for later monks of Reomaus, who went to 
the trouble of forging a charter they attributed to Clovis’s son Clothar I, in 
which the king recalled that Clovis himself had taken the monasterium under 
his emunitas.19 Although the charter shows some signs of genuine Merovingian 
chancery style, its mention of the king offering “immunity and defense” indi-
cates an actual date in the Carolingian period. But a purported early royal 
charter gave Reomaus the appearance of always having been a monastery of 
the sort that later monks could recognize, thus removing the need to remem-
ber a more complicated—  and strange—  early history.

Even though to later monks the establishment of a monastic community 
was a step upward, it could have caused real difficulties in the sixth century. A 
simple basilica would generally have welcomed everyone to venerate its relics, 
whereas a monastery would exclude most laypeople, especially women. The 
monks became the mediators between the saint and the greater body of the 
faithful.20 Earlier, the untutored could have direct access to relics—  as sug-
gested by Gregory of Tours’s story of countryfolk gathering wax from the for-
gotten sarcophagus of Saint Benignus.21 But seventh-century foundation 
accounts were not interested in such problems.

One of the earliest monastic foundations to be fully documented was the 
nunnery later called Ste.-Croix, founded at Poitiers in the sixth century by 
Radegund, queen and saint. Gregory of Tours reproduced two relevant letters 
in his Historia, one from Radegund to the bishops of Gaul, recounting the 
establishment of nuns at Poitiers, who would follow the Rule of Caesarius 
under Abbess Agnes, and the other from the bishops to Radegund, confirming 
this foundation.22 Both letters were issued after the fact, once the nuns had 
already been assembled. Neither letter could be called a foundation charter. In 
hers, Radegund simply declared that she had deeded all her property to the 
house and that she expected new nuns to do likewise. The emphasis was on the 
spiritual relationship between the retired queen and the bishops. The difficulty 
that monks and nuns of later centuries had, therefore, in dating the origins of 
their houses was due in part to the fact that foundation charters were an inno-
vation only sporadically employed in the sixth century, not a requirement even 
for such an important house as Radegund’s.
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The earliest aristocratic foundation charter from Frankish Gaul now con-
sidered authentic is that of St.-André of Vienne, from the mid-sixth century. 
According to this charter, Ansemundus, who also appears in the later chroni-
cle of Ado of Vienne with the title of dux, founded the house as a nunnery; he 
and his wife made their daughter Eugenia the abbess. But Ansemundus estab-
lished St.-André primarily as a burial place for himself and his wife rather than 
as a religious community such as became the norm a century later. The nuns 
attached to the basilica were described as an offshoot of another religious com-
munity for women, this one headed by his sister Eubona.23 The real monastic 
“foundation” then was the earlier, undocumented one of Eubona’s house—  a
house that seems to have soon disappeared, even though St.-André went on to 
have a long and distinguished history.

In the seventh century, in contrast to the sixth, all monasteries were ex-
pected to have formal foundations. The way a seventh-century writer thought 
about a sixth-century monastic foundation may be illustrated by St.-Marcel of 
Chalon-sur-Saône. According to the chronicler Fredegar, writing in the later 
seventh century, King Guntram of Burgundy founded the house in 584 by 
having a sumptuous church built where the saint’s “precious” body rested and 
then brought in monks to establish a monasterium. Guntram convened a 
synod of forty bishops who confirmed both his foundation and the institution 
there of the liturgy of St.-Maurice of Agaune. Everything in Fredegar’s ac-
count suggests great formality. He concluded by saying that when King Gun-
tram died some nine years later, he was buried in the monastery of St.-Marcel.24

Despite the detail and the notable people involved, no contemporary founda-
tion charter for St.-Marcel exists. The monks later forged one, probably in the 
eleventh century.25 King Guntram was not widely evoked in eleventh-century 
monasteries, which generally preferred Clovis, Dagobert, or Pippin the Short, 
if not indeed Charlemagne.26 His presence here thus suggests that the creators 
of the forged foundation charter had read Fredegar.

The most notable aspect of this monastery’s foundation is how long it had 
taken. Saint Marcellus was supposedly a third-century martyr, a missionary sent 
from Lyon who was killed shortly after he began preaching. His burial spot on 
the outskirts of Chalon was later discovered and acquired a basilica, probably in 
the early sixth century; Gregory of Tours, late in whose lifetime Guntram 
founded the monastery, refers to the basilica.27 Significantly, Caesarius of Arles, 
who lived in Chalon as a youth in the fifth century, never mentions Saint Mar-
cellus, who appears for the first time in the “Acta” of the Burgundian martyrs, 
written a generation after Caesarius had permanently left Chalon.28
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It was at least two generations from the inventio of Saint Marcellus to the 
establishment of a community of monks at his basilica, but this was not how 
the church’s history was later portrayed. In fact, the lapse of three centuries 
from supposed martyrdom to monastery, even though it put Marcellus into 
the heroic age of martyrs, was far too long and therefore needed to be short-
ened in memory. Thus for Fredegar the saint’s martyrdom and the establish-
ment of a monastery could be described essentially in the same breath. The 
establishment of this house was also presented as a royal act, carried out by the 
king with the assistance of a whole synod of bishops. Guntram, according to 
Fredegar, referred back to the synod that King Sigismund of Burgundy had 
held when establishing his monastery at Agaune a good seventy years earlier, 
both underscoring the ties between kings and monks and suggesting that 
Guntram did not have many closer models.29 It is also possible that, if Gun-
tram was a leader of the Frankish army that drove Lombard invaders out of 
Agaune in 574, he would have learned then of Agaune’s liturgical practices.30

The establishment of a monastery was evidently much more unusual at the 
end of the sixth century than it was for Fredegar, writing nearly a century later.

The multiplication of monasteries in the sixth and early seventh centuries 
did not mean that monks and nuns were numbered like grains of sand, what-
ever admiring hagiographers might have thought. In the middle of the seventh 
century Queen Balthildis, widow of Clovis II, became personally involved in 
the support and promulgation of monasticism.31 But her nearly contemporary 
vita, speaking of the “senior basilicas” of the realm, was able to list only six: 
St.-Denis of Paris, St.-Germain of Auxerre, St.-Médard of Soissons, St.-Pierre-
le-Vif of Sens, St.-Aignan of Orléans, and St.-Martin of Tours (Marmout-
ier).32 Of these only one, St.-Pierre, was dedicated to a universal saint rather 
than a local bishop or martyr.

This list of senior basilicas was certainly not intended as a comprehensive 
list of religious houses at the time. The same vita had spoken only a few lines 
earlier of the queen’s generosity to the nunnery of Jouarre and the male mon-
asteries of Luxeuil, St.-Wandrille, and Faremoutier. She had also helped Saint 
Philibert establish the monastery at Jumièges later dedicated to him, and she 
herself founded the nunnery of Chelles and the male monastery of Corbie.33

But these were recent foundations. The designation of seniores basilicas was 
reserved for houses that had had bodies of monks for at least a few 
generations.34

After the rather tentative beginnings of the sixth century, a great many 
more foundations for male religious—  and increasingly for women as 
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well—  took place in the seventh century, including Queen Balthildis’s founda-
tions.35 Indeed, the majority of French monasteries in existence in the eleventh 
century had originally been founded in this period, generally by the first decades 
of the eighth century.36 That is, the period from about 550 to 700 or 750 was so 
rich in monastic foundations that these houses temporarily saturated the field. 
As discussed in Chapter 8, many were then ruined or abandoned in the eighth 
and ninth centuries, meaning that in the tenth and eleventh centuries many 
new communities could be established by refounding or reforming an old 
house. A long abandoned monastic site still had an aura of the holy and was 
considered suitable for such a new community, just as monks had settled half a 
millennium earlier in places where the saints already dwelled. Even in Nor-
mandy, the area most thoroughly disrupted by the Vikings, continuities be-
tween old and new were deliberately created, and the Norman dukes, the heirs 
of those Vikings, integrated themselves into their new territories by sponsoring 
restorations of religious houses their ancestors had destroyed.37

By the late seventh century, monasteries began to be founded in areas that 
had not previously had basilicas dedicated to revered saints. They were increas-
ingly far from the old Gallo-Roman cities, either in rural areas or off to the 
east.38 And these seventh-century foundations usually did have foundation 
charters. Those who settled monks at a new house now knew exactly what they 
were doing, even if the foundation accounts may have collapsed into a single 
day a process that took several years. Such foundations, like other important 
transactions in late antiquity, required a written record. Enough authentic 
seventh- and eighth-century foundation charters exist that one can assume 
that most houses established in this period once had them. For communities 
established in the sixth century, however, there was often a need felt later to go 
back and create the charter that, from the point of view of subsequent monks, 
inexplicably failed to exist.

This transition may be demonstrated by the monastery of Bèze, originally 
founded in the seventh century. In the 660s Abbot Waldalenus complained to 
King Clothar III that his house’s property had been stolen, along with its 
foundation charter. The king promptly appointed a prosecutor to determine 
what the monastery actually owned and recover the lost property.39 Here both 
Waldalenus and the king assumed that a monastery ought to have a foundation 
charter, which would not have been assumed nearly as readily a few genera-
tions earlier. Both parties also assumed that a monastery would keep such a 
charter at the house. This particular case is complicated by doubts about the 
seventh-century documents that give us the story. The early charters of Bèze 
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are known only from the house’s twelfth-century cartulary-chronicle, and the 
rather convenient stealing of the foundation charter, requiring the king to 
confirm a whole long list of possessions, may seem suspect. The three mayors 
of the palace who are said to have reported the abbot’s complaint to the king, 
Reidbert, Chrodebert, and Emerulf, are not known as mayors of the palace 
from other sources (although men with those names do appear in authentic 
documents).40

On the other hand, King Clothar appointing an inluster vir as prosecutor 
to take charge of the monastery’s possessions does not seem like a detail 
twelfth-century monks would have created, and the mention in the docu-
ments of the rule of Saint Columbanus and of the pagus of Attuyer also appear 
to be products of the seventh century, not the twelfth. Even if the twelfth-
century creator of the house’s cartulary-chronicle, who declared that he was 
copying original documents, did make certain improvements in what was be-
fore him, the most suspicious figure in the whole story is the seventh-century 
Abbot Waldalenus himself, who might well have used the convenient disap-
pearance of his house’s foundation charter to claim that it had contained much 
more than it did—  a possibility to which King Clothar seems to have been 
highly sensitive.

Bèze is typical of seventh-century foundations in that now the bishops or 
great secular nobles, rather than the kings, often took the lead. Indeed, it has 
even been suggested that the monastic foundations of the seventh century 
helped integrate the Frankish aristocracy of Gaul with the predominantly 
Gallo-Roman church.41 The “Vita” of Audoin, bishop of Rouen in the mid-
seventh century, praises the bishop for having founded many monasteries for 
both men and women, as well as for gathering the relics of martyrs. The biog-
rapher admiringly compared the numbers of religious men and women estab-
lished in Audoin’s diocese to the number of monks in the Egyptian desert of 
earliest monasticism.42

By the late seventh and early eighth centuries, monasteries were routinely 
given foundation charters or the equivalent, providing specific and substantial 
detail on their establishment. An example is Echternach, founded at the very 
end of the seventh century by Irmina, usually considered the mother of Pippin 
of Herstal’s wife Plectrudis.43 In two charters dated 698, she said that she had 
founded a monastery in her villa of Echternach, given the house to Willibrord, 
and made her testament, making her foundation the heir to everything she 
had inherited from both her parents. The combination of foundation and 
testament may also be observed in the foundation of Flavigny by Wideradus 
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(Chapter 9). Yet houses also continued to be founded as they had been since 
the fifth century, as a community of disciples around a hermit that gradually 
became a house with a rule. Such was the case with the houses of Jumièges and 
St.-Wandrille, hermitages well before they became the recipients of the gener-
osity of Queen Balthildis. In these cases, later generations of monks wanted to 
know exactly when their houses had been founded; the proliferation of foun-
dation charters had created the expectation that all monasteries have precise 
points of origin.

Property and Poverty

The example of Balthildis also shows the determination by both lay and eccle-
siastical leaders of the seventh century to ensure that monasteries were “regu-
lar,” that is, that they followed a monastic rule. Although scholars have often 
assumed that the regularization of Frankish monasteries under Benedict’s Rule 
took place only with the synods of Charlemagne and Louis the Pious—  with
the implication that the monasteries of the Merovingian era had become dec-
adent (see Chapter 8)—  the rapid spread of monastic houses in the sixth and 
seventh centuries was accompanied by a deliberate effort to make sure that 
those houses followed a regularis ordo. Balthildis was particularly interested in 
the rule of Saint Columbanus and sent firm letters to both bishops and abbots 
to this effect.

By her time, monasteries had settled on the ideal of community property 
and personal poverty, to be observed while monks lived in obedient groups 
under an abbot’s direction. Because this ideal was set out in the Book of Acts, 
to which early medieval monks referred, it would be easy to take monastic 
thinkers at their word, that devout Christians had always lived like this. But in 
fact the monastic rules of this time were far more than the setting down of 
ancient practices; they were deliberate efforts to craft a compromise that would 
reflect the mandates of the Bible without leading to the extreme asceticism 
that had been the direction of early monasticism. These rules were intended to 
avoid situations such as that of Saint Paternus, whose vita was written by Ve-
nantius Fortunatus at the end of the sixth century. Paternus, made a monk as 
a young boy, decided when he grew up to take off “on pilgrimage” and was 
finally located three years later by his abbot, living unshaven in a cave, with no 
bed or change of clothing, seeing neither men nor women, subsisting on bread 
and water. The abbot urged him no longer to undertake such extremes of 
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fasting and solitude, “beyond the Rule,” and brought him back into the Chris-
tian community—  within which Paternus eventually became a bishop.44

The creators of the major monastic rules of the sixth century—  the rules 
that would dominate the West for the next half millennium—  in essence sub-
stituted personal poverty and collective property for the pronounced and gen-
erally solitary asceticism of many of the original Desert Fathers, the asceticism 
Paternus had sought to emulate. They also gave personal poverty precedence 
over preaching in defining the religious life, and phrased their rules to make 
clear that they did not expect all new monks to be ready instantly to give up 
all that they owned, instead allowing for a transitional novitiate period.45

The Benedictine Rule, which by the ninth century was normal, was only 
one option among many in the sixth and seventh centuries. An interesting 
example is provided by the near-contemporary vita of Ansbert, abbot of St.-
Wandrille and bishop of Rouen at the end of the seventh century. When he 
first decided to become a monk, he was set to reading appropriate texts and 
came across a statement of Jerome’s: “A monk lives in a monastery, under the 
discipline of one father, in the company of many, learning humility from one, 
patience from another.”46 A century later, one would have expected such a 
novice to be learning the definition of the proper monastic life from Benedict; 
but if the Benedictine Rule was even known at his house in the seventh cen-
tury, it was not made the first primer for new monks. The first mention of this 
Rule in the vita is of the election of the abbot after Ansbert, which indeed may 
be a later addition.

The growth both in monastic houses and in the property these houses 
owned (even if it was held in common, rather than individually) was linked to 
a new way of thinking about salvation. Both cloistered monks and the secular 
elites came to agree that one could hope to save one’s soul by enlisting the 
prayers of holy men and women. Offerings to the gods had of course been 
made for millennia, and requests for health were often linked to specific sites: 
the sources of the Seine in Burgundy have yielded votive offerings from the 
Gallo-Roman period, made as requests for healing. Gifts to churches out of 
generalized respect were also well established in Christian Gaul. Sidonius 
Apollinaris, writing in the 470s, thanked a friend for a gift of property to the 
cathedral of which Sidonius was bishop (Clermont) but merely said that this 
friend would receive both heavenly and earthly rewards, with no mention of 
specific prayers in return.47

But in the sixth century, for the first time, texts began to speak specifically 
of monastic communities as sources of intercessory prayer. In the late sixth 
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and early seventh centuries a new practice became established, with little prec-
edent in either Roman or Germanic custom: giving property to a church in 
return for prayers to save one’s soul. By the end of the seventh century, the 
missal of Bobbio included prayers for those whose alms had been accepted and 
names inscribed in a book on the altar.48 Thus, from about the year 600 on-
ward, the wealthy increasingly wanted to make gifts to religious communities 
if not indeed to found new ones, and monasteries flourished and expanded in 
response. By the end of the sixth century, the monk was no longer a marginal 
or even suspect figure but rather a well-established locus of holiness, the kind 
that seventh-century donors wished to establish and endow through founda-
tion charters.

Monasteries and the Merovingian Kings

The Frankish monasteries developed, if not necessarily close ties, at least atti-
tudes of mutual respect with their kings.49 The proper relationship between 
Merovingian kings and churches was spelled out in the late sixth century by 
Gregory of Tours, in a statement he put into the mouth of King Guntram (d. 
593). Guntram was furious with his men, who had been ravaging churches, 
and he made it clear that kings, at least, would never do such a thing.

How can we obtain victory in these days, when we do not follow the 
practices of our forefathers? They used to build churches, for they put all 
their hope in God . . . with God’s help, they won victories over their en-
emies. . . . But we do not fear God, and lay waste to his holy places. . . .
We will never obtain victory as long as such deeds are being done.50

For Guntram, at least as Gregory presented him, the entire success of the royal 
lineage depended on not ravaging churches.

A series of events in which Gregory himself took part further suggests 
there was substance to this attitude of the Merovingian royal family. In 576, 
Merovech, who wanted to be king but was considered a dangerous threat by 
his father and uncle, was supposed to be tonsured and imprisoned but man-
aged to escape. When he sought sanctuary at St.-Martin of Tours, his father 
threatened Gregory with burning the whole Tours region. Gregory’s answer is 
revealing. He said rather complacently that it would not be possible for the 
king to do in “these Christian times” what had not been done “even in the 
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days of the heretics.” It was of course easy for him to write, after the fact, of 
the confidence he felt at the time, for indeed at his father’s threat Merovech 
volunteered to leave Tours, saying, “Let not Saint Martin’s basilica suffer vio-
lence because of me.”51

Gregory could here assume that his readers would accept his characteriza-
tion of his time as a Christian one, to be contrasted to heretical or pagan eras 
when churches and their possessions might indeed be attacked. He also wanted 
future kings to share his constructed memory of the Merovingian kings as 
men who respected the churches. Gregory lived in a violent time, but one of 
controlled violence. Even a royal father and son concocting deadly plots 
against each other—  like Merovech and his father—  would hesitate to attack a 
church. Sanctuary in a basilica was a valid option; Merovech came to Tours in 
the first place because another refugee, Guntram Boso, had long managed to 
stay safe there. And he left again because of his father’s threat against the 
church that sheltered him. Respect for churches and churchmen could not 
always be counted on to triumph, of course. Gregory said that one of his own 
deacons was imprisoned when suspected of being a spy for Merovech, and 
Gregory himself agreed to offer Merovech the communion wafer, in spite of 
some qualms, because he feared otherwise Merovech might attack the congre-
gation. But overall Gregory believed that the Merovingian royal family agreed, 
or should agree, that in “these Christian times,” the churches, their edifices, 
and their possessions were sacrosanct, off-limits to royal violence.

Even Merovingian kings who were not in awe of the church could some-
times become friends to bishops and monasteries, as did Chilperic I. He was a 
horrible king according to Gregory, the “Nero and Herod” of his time, unjust, 
gluttonous, a cruel lover of torture.52 He put Gregory himself on trial at one 
point, so the bishop of Tours was not a disinterested observer. When Chilperic 
was assassinated in 584, Gregory suggests, Gaul became a much better place; 
Gregory’s complete lack of detail on the assassin could also indicate that he 
considered him something of a divine force. And yet Chilperic was not typi-
cal, even in the sixth century. Gregory can be seen as using Chilperic as a foil 
for his brother King Guntram—  everything that was bad in one was good in 
the other.

Even more intriguingly, Gregory himself had had more positive things to 
say about Chilperic earlier in his Historia. Specifically, he could be fair and 
generous toward bishops.53 Gregory’s own rewritings and revisions of his work 
preclude any simplistic explanation such as that his earlier, more positive state-
ments were made out of fear, especially since other contemporary sources, 
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especially Venantius Fortunatus, also found much in Chilperic to praise.54 The 
real point is that even for the author from which most of our negative infor-
mation about Chilperic comes—  Gregory—  the king was not an unalloyed 
disaster. The same thing could be said for the Merovingians as a group. Rather, 
Gregory remembered or wanted to remember the Merovingian kings, violent 
as they may often have been, as major supporters of Christianity and the orga-
nized church.

A similar understanding of the proper king-monastery relationship was 
set out some two generations later by Jonas of Bobbio in his vita of Columba-
nus, an account picked up almost verbatim by Fredegar not long thereafter. 
Fredegar, as is clear from his preceding and succeeding chapters, considered 
Theoderic II (d. 613) a despicable adulterer and his grandmother Brunhildis a 
horrible old lady, but in both Jonas’s vita and Fredegar’s Chronica this king and 
queen are shown as recognizing (if reluctantly) the proper way to behave to-
ward a holy man.

According to Jonas, Theoderic used to go to the monastery of Luxeuil and 
“humbly” beg the prayers of Columbanus, even though the saint kept rebuk-
ing him for keeping concubines. When Brunhildis showed her displeasure by 
ordering that no monk be allowed to leave the confines of the monastery (and 
not, notice, by seizing monastic property), Theoderic tried to placate Colum-
banus with gifts, saying, “It is better to honor a man of God with timely offer-
ings than to provoke the Lord to wrath by offending one of His servants.” 
When the saint cursed the gifts and forbade any layperson, even if royal, to 
enter the monastery’s inner sanctum, both king and dowager queen were “ter-
rified” and begged forgiveness.55

Theoderic did not give up his concubines, however, and Brunhildis con-
tinued to scheme against the saint, eventually banishing Columbanus from 
Gaul. Interestingly, Theoderic himself did not drive him out; he had one of his 
proceres do so, and was repeatedly struck by “terror” as he tried to rid himself of 
this troublesome Irish missionary. The king, according to both Jonas and Fre-
degar, told Columbanus that he was “not so insane as to commit such a crime” 
as martyring the saint, and he did not seize any of Luxeuil’s possessions either. 
The final result, according to both accounts, was that Columbanus prophesied 
(accurately) that Theoderic’s “kingdom should crumble and be destroyed with 
the whole royal family.”56 Monks and holy men wielded enormous spiritual 
power, which gave at least temporary pause to even the wickedest. Both Jonas 
and Fredegar thus suggest—  or argue—  that even the worst Merovingian kings 
and queens had to show deference toward monasteries.
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The same image of Merovingian kings and queens showing proper respect 
toward the churches of Gaul appears again in the early eighth-century Liber 
Historiae Francorum. In retelling Gregory of Tours’s account of Queen Frede-
gundis plotting to murder her brother-in-law Sigibert I, around 575, the 
eighth-century author puts a speech into her mouth as she urges on her assas-
sins: “If you are killed, I promise to offer many alms for you to the holy 
sites.”57 Again, even the wicked recognized the spiritual power of the monas-
teries—  and, the author suggests, the Frankish royal family believed this power 
was strong enough to cleanse someone even from the sin of murder.

Exemptions and Memory

The major Merovingian-era addition to monasticism was the development of 
exemptions. Although immunities from taxation and dues, granted routinely 
to imperial fiscal lands and as a special privilege to the favored few, had been a 
part of late Roman law and practice,58 seventh-century exemptions were 
something new. Not only did they free certain places from certain payments, 
but they also contained entry prohibitions. The first such grant to a monastery 
was from a pope; in 628 Honorius I freed Bobbio from the jurisdiction of its 
diocesan bishop, putting the house under his authority alone.59 From then on, 
both kings and bishops promised not even to enter the monasteries to which 
they gave privileges, thus putting limits on their own authority.60

These privileges were not a result of any monastic rebellion against the 
hierarchy, for they were granted by the very members of that hierarchy, delib-
erately restricting themselves, their successors, and their agents from interfer-
ing in the internal life of the cloister. Bishops and secular authorities, who had 
been seen since the fifth century as guarantors of monastic stability and regu-
larity, might now instead be seen as impediments to that regularity. They 
sought to preserve the purity and regularity of the monastic life by guarantee-
ing the monks’ possessions and by voluntarily absenting themselves from the 
monks’ affairs.

The first known royal privilege of exemption, less than a decade after the 
pope’s privilege for Bobbio, was that granted to the monastery of Rebais in 
635. It and an episcopal privilege from 637, also for Rebais,61 became a model 
in the following years, the basis for the entries in Marculf ’s formulary on how 
to issue a privilege.62 Other privileges followed quickly, including a papal one 
for Luxeuil in 640/2;63 an episcopal privilege for St.-Denis in the 650s, 
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confirmed by the king; episcopal privileges for the two monasteries of Sens, 
St.-Pierre-le-Vif and Ste.-Colombe, in 660; and both episcopal and royal priv-
ileges for Corbie in the 660s.64

The circle of those who granted the first episcopal exemptions was small. 
Bishop Audoin of Rouen urged Bishop Burgundofaro of Meaux to grant the 
initial privilege to Rebais, and both Audoin and Burgundofaro were present 
when Emmo, bishop of Sens, granted privileges to the two monasteries just 
outside his city. Bishops Audoin, Burgundofaro, and Emmo were again all 
present when the bishop of Amiens granted a privilege for Corbie. Meanwhile 
Queen Balthildis (d. 680), according to her vita, granted monasteries “immu-
nities,” freedom from outside interference, most notably from the kings and 
their family members and agents.65 But privileges did not remain limited to 
this small group of bishops or to those closest to the royal court. Examples 
from the second half of the seventh century include the bishop of Reims’s 
privilege for Hautvillers in the 660s; royal privileges for St.-Denis and for St.-
Denis’s daughter-house of Tussonval in the 680s and 690s; and the privilege of 
the bishop of Châlons in the 690s for Montier-en-Der.66

Scholars have commonly focused on the monks’ exemption from episco-
pal oversight, so that they could call on any bishop they wished to consecrate 
an altar or ordain a priest, but this was not the privileges’ central concern—
and some did not even include it.67 Such a focus may be the result of reading 
backward from Cluny’s tenth- and eleventh-century privileges. Rather, 
seventh-century exemptions stressed that no king, bishop, or cleric was to 
“usurp or diminish” the monks’ property; that no one should dare to appro-
priate any monastic income, whether a pious gift or dues from their depen-
dents; that the monks be able to elect their abbots freely; and that any necessary 
correction of monks be done by their abbots.

It was once thought that the missionary Columbanus imported exemp-
tions into Gaul at the end of the sixth century as some sort of foreign Irish 
practice, but it has recently been convincingly argued that the establishment 
of what was called a “privilege of liberty” (libertatis privilegium) took place 
only in the generation after Columbanus, influenced by the concerns and 
needs of the churches of Gaul.68 The precedent to which the monks referred 
was not Ireland. Rather, they invoked privileges that had supposedly been 
granted to Agaune, Lérins, St.-Marcel of Chalon, and Luxeuil, only the last of 
which was associated with Columbanus; all the others were earlier founda-
tions. The list of houses may reflect those which the bishops and monks of the 
seventh century considered the major monastic centers of the sixth. But it 
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certainly suggests that they saw their privileges as continuing ancient and ac-
cepted practices in Gaul.

Thus, even though privileges of liberty created a new relationship between 
monks and both bishops and kings, the earliest charters evoked memories of a 
distant past. A number of monastic exemptions refer vaguely to a council held 
at Carthage in 525 and to Augustine’s “De moribus clericorum” as precedent.69

But these memories were faulty. Those who composed them must have seen 
very fragmentary accounts of the Council of Carthage or misinterpreted what 
they read. This council had indeed referred to Augustine, but not in any way 
that could be construed as freeing monasteries from their bishops.

The council as a whole had discussed the libertas of the church in the 
context of whether the north African churches ought to have to report to 
Byzantium. It cited Augustine’s sermon “De moribus clericorum” on Chris-
tian unity and service to God in the monastery, but the chosen quote said 
nothing about libertas or whether monasteries might be able to report to a 
closer bishop.70 (In fact, the passages quoted seem irrelevant to the council’s 
central concerns.) Because Augustine always argued for bishops’ authority 
within the Church, he would have been highly unlikely to argue, as the 660 
episcopal privilege for St.-Pierre-le-Vif said he did, that abbots and monks 
should have “a privilege of liberty, so that they not be bound by bishops’ 
power.”71 There was thus an effort to take something new—  the monastic 
exemption—  and link it to antiquity: not just any antiquity, but that of one of 
the principal Church Fathers, even if it was necessary to mis-remember what 
he had actually said two and a half centuries earlier.

This “memory” of Augustine and a council at Carthage gained validity at 
least in part from a delicate suppression of the memory of the Council of 
Chalcedon. That council, held in 451, had first put monasteries firmly under 
the authority of their local diocesan. It had ordered that monks settle into 
monasteries and stay there, “subject to the bishop.” A new house of monks had 
to be established with its bishop’s approval, and he had to dedicate their 
church. This council had reacted against the potential disruption of episcopal 
authority by self-styled holy men, by putting them into stable monasteries and 
telling them to be quiet (et quietem diligere). Throughout the sixth century, 
councils in Gaul emphasized monasteries’ obedience to their local bishops.72

The privileges of the seventh century did not state that they were changing this 
bishop-monastery relationship as decreed at Chalcedon, even though this is 
exactly what they were doing. Rather, the topic of Chalcedon never even arose. 
There had to be some way, however, to fill in the gap between the fifth century 
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and the seventh, which is why those issuing privileges added vague references 
to exemptions granted to Agaune, Lérins, St.-Marcel, and Luxeuil, reinter-
preted so that they could be perceived as precedent. The formulary of Marculf 
included references to all of these but St.-Marcel in its model episcopal privi-
lege, ensuring that they be mentioned in privileges from the middle of the 
seventh century onward.73

A review of these cases reveals how creatively memory could act on puta-
tive precedent. Luxeuil was probably mentioned in seventh-century privileges 
because of how infamous the quarrel between Abbot Columbanus of Luxeuil 
and King Theoderic II still was a generation later, in the 630s, when King 
Dagobert issued the first known royal privilege for Rebais. Dagobert repre-
sented the line of Merovingian kings who had succeeded after Columbanus 
cursed Theoderic and his progeny for daring to set foot within the monastery’s 
“secret enclosure.” The rule followed at Rebais at the time was that followed at 
Luxeuil, and the bishop who founded the house and issued its pioneering 
episcopal privilege—  and urged Dagobert to issue his pioneering royal 
privilege—  had been blessed as a youth by Columbanus himself.74

In the case of Lérins, a council held at the same time as Chalcedon had 
declared its abbot free of episcopal supervision when laymen converted to the 
monastic life. But this was scarcely an exemption from episcopal jurisdiction: 
the council was called to settle a quarrel between the abbot of Lérins and the 
bishop of Arles and had reached a compromise, reaffirming that the bishop 
should have authority in all other areas.75 Somewhat closer to seventh-century 
exemptions was the decision rendered by the Council of Valence in the 580s 
for St.-Marcel of Chalon: no bishop or king in the future should dare to take 
whatever King Guntram and his wife and daughters now gave to St.-Marcel. 
While not granting monks exemption from episcopal authority, the council 
did prohibit both bishops and kings from treating monastic property as their 
own.76

St.-Maurice of Agaune might be more difficult to see as a precedent for 
seventh-century exemptions because King Sigismund’s foundation of a mo-
nastic community there in 515, suppressing Agaune’s earlier community and 
establishing a new form of liturgical practice (the famous perennial prayer), 
offered the monks nothing that could be construed as a “privilege of liberty.”77

The answer is surely the decision in the 580s at the Council of Valence, the 
council that declared that no one should take St.-Marcel’s property, to treat 
Agaune as a precedent. By saying that the “institutions” of St.-Marcel were 
modeled on those of Agaune, Guntram and the council in essence pushed the 
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idea of inviolability of property backward in time seventy years, which is why 
the formula of Marculf referred to Agaune rather than to St.-Marcel itself.78

Whatever the precedent, monastic exemptions multiplied in the seventh cen-
tury, as both kings and bishops began putting restrictions on their own ability 
to control monastic life and property.

Viewed from a later perspective, one can see a complicated history for monks 
in late antique Gaul. Marginal wanderers and hermits regarded with suspicion 
by the church hierarchy in the fourth and fifth centuries, they settled down 
under strict oversight in the later fifth and sixth centuries, only to be granted 
exemption from the hierarchy—  by members of the hierarchy itself—  in the 
seventh century. At the same time as monks began receiving such written 
grants of exemption, they began for the first time to receive formal foundation 
charters. But this rather messy progression was smoothed out in the seventh 
century. Rather, monastic houses were assumed to have always had recogniz-
able beginning points, marked by the founding donation of property. Adher-
ence to a monastic rule was assumed to have always been a sign of religiosity, 
and interference from bishops and royal agents had always been, at least po-
tentially, a threat to such regular adherence. If not all monasteries were as 
dedicated to the holy life as they should be, then all that was needed was a 
return to the mandates and practices attributed to earlier centuries, to a time 
so ancient that monasticism had not even yet been established in Gaul.



C h a p t e r  1 2

Remembering Martyrs and Relics in 
Sixth-Century Gaul

This study of the memory of saints and ancestors has now proceeded back to 
the sixth century, when thinkers at the dawn of the Middle Ages contemplated 
early Christianity and assumed that their predecessors had been just like them. 
But the fourth and fifth centuries, in contrast to the sixth, had functioned 
with few local saints and even fewer relics. Specifically, between about 400 and 
600 Gaul multiplied its saints, and relics became for the first time the chief 
point of contact between the living and the holy dead. The past of every region 
became a Christian past, full of local saints who still had power in the 
present.

In the fourth and fifth centuries, the holy man had transcended time and 
place, unlike pagan cults tied to specific locations. Bishops of the fourth and 
fifth centuries had been commemorated for their missionary activity, for con-
verting pagans in their regions. But in the sixth century, with few local pagans 
left, bishops reversed the trend toward universal sanctity and became noted 
instead for discovering and creating appropriate cults for the relics of their 
regions’ saints, relics with specific ties to their localities.1 The cathedrals may 
have been established where Roman provincial governors had once held court, 
but in the late sixth century the most exciting churches were those outside the 
city walls, dedicated to local saints. Pilgrimages to visit the site where a saint’s 
relics lay became a major expression of religiosity.2 These exciting develop-
ments, however, were not remembered as changes at the end of the sixth cen-
tury. Earlier centuries were creatively re-remembered, so that martyrs and 
their relics had always been so venerated—  or should have been.
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The Multiplication of Saints

Sixth-century Christianity in Gaul was marked by the rapid multiplication 
of saints. In the previous two centuries, plenty of saints had been commemo-
rated, but most were the original apostles or else universal saints like Stephen. 
The latter’s cult became established in the West for the first time after his body’s 
miraculous discovery in 415—  and a number of cathedrals in Gaul, previously 
without patron saints, were dedicated to him.3 The newly venerated saints of the 
sixth century, in contrast, were overwhelmingly from Gaul. Saints multiplied 
not because unusually large numbers of men and women of the sixth century 
performed saintly deeds but because saints from the Gallo-Roman past were 
remembered, discovered, invented, translated, and honored for the first time.

Even though the Roman narrative of the early establishment of Christian-
ity had focused on persecuted communities of Christians and spectacular mar-
tyrdoms,4 antique Gaul had only a small number of martyrs. Because few 
Christians were martyred there in the third and fourth centuries, few local 
saints were venerated there in the fourth and fifth centuries. Writers of the 
fourth century remembered the large group of martyrs supposedly killed in 
Lyon in the second century, but these were unusual—  and, initially, nameless.

The first historically attested saint in Gaul was Martin of Tours, whose 
initial, enormously influential vita was written by Sulpicius Severus around 
the year 400.5 He was, however, not a martyr but a confessor saint. Other 
confessors were slowly added to the saints of the region, including Germanus 
of Auxerre, who died some two generations after Martin, his contemporary, 
Lupus of Troyes, and Genovefa of Paris, who died another two generations 
after Germanus.6 But by the sixth century these were not remembered as 
Gaul’s first saints. Rather, during the course of the sixth century the region 
acquired a large and diverse collection of martyrs who, it was asserted, had 
been there all the time but had been unaccountably forgotten.

The shortage of martyr-saints in fourth- and fifth-century Gaul is attested 
by Sulpicius Severus, Saint Martin’s first hagiographer. Sulpicius, writing his 
universal history in Gaul at the end of the fourth century, treated the first 
three centuries of Christianity essentially as characterized by waves of persecu-
tion. However, he commented rather regretfully, almost none of these perse-
cutions took place in Gaul. Not until the time of Emperor Aurelian, he said, 
did the true faith cross the Alps so that people could be martyred there as well 
as in Rome.7
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Sulpicius was somewhat vague on who these martyrs were, but his ac-
count of Emperor Aurelian as a major persecutor of Christians became nearly 
as influential as his vita of Martin. During the fifth century, two or three 
generations after he wrote, an anonymous author wrote the vita of Saint Sym-
phorien of Autun, killed for his faith under Emperor Aurelian; Symphorien 
retrospectively became the first martyr in the area.8 Indeed, the later attribu-
tion of virtually all Burgundian martyrs to the age of Aurelian is probably ul-
timately due to this hagiographer. His vita of Symphorien was short: a young 
man from a noble Christian family is brought before a judge for refusing to 
take part in pagan ceremonies, cannot be persuaded to sacrifice to the gods, 
and is beheaded.

After Symphorien’s supposed martyrdom in the 270s, it was close to two 
hundred more years before a basilica was built over his bones, in the middle of 
the fifth century according to Gregory of Tours. A century or so after that, in 
the second half of the sixth century, the church of St.-Symphorien acquired a 
body of monks.9 The saint thus made a slow transition, from almost forgotten 
martyr to relics venerated at a basilica to a monastery where he helped define 
the Christian community at Autun. If one accepts the date of his death given 
in his vita, then the process had taken three centuries. A ninth-century vita of 
a later abbot of St.-Germain-des-Prés was able to collapse this sequence, saying 
simply that in the sixth century Autun had a monastery dedicated to Saint 
Symphorien, where a church had been built after his blood had been shed 
under Aurelian.10 But this was because by the Carolingian era it seemed self-
evident that martyred saints should be the patrons of monastic houses where 
their bones were preserved. In the sixth century, the veneration of sainted 
martyrs and even the establishment of monastic communities at their churches 
were beginning to seem normal, but there was still a scramble even to identify 
all the local saints who needed commemoration, much less to explain why 
they had not been receiving it.

Sidonius Apollinaris, who became bishop of Clermont around 470 (that 
is, not long after the vita of Symphorien was first composed), wrote three 
generations after Sulpicius Severus of a Gaul that was still strangely empty of 
saints by medieval standards.11 This urbane, witty writer virtually never speaks 
of healing miracles or hermits associated in ascetic exercises around the bones 
of a long-dead martyr. In part he was more interested in other issues, such as 
imperial politics, the reception of his poetry by the public, or, once he became 
bishop, the wars with the Visigoths that ravaged his region. But he became 
one of the stalwarts of fifth-century Christianity in Gaul, and it is thus 
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noteworthy that his Christianity was not marked by pilgrimage basilicas, rel-
ics, or local saints.12

He assumed that, at least in the cities, the population would be Christian, 
but their faith was not supported by miraculous cures or divine vengeance. His 
sad description of the death of the thirty-year-old matrona Philomathia, leav-
ing a father, a husband, and five children, certainly suggests that she was a good 
Christian. But there is no indication either that she would continue to be pres-
ent from beyond the grave in her family’s lives or that any holy miracle-workers 
were called in an effort to save her. Graves were nonetheless important. Sido-
nius was horror-struck when his grandfather’s was heedlessly dug into, and he 
took the occasion to write an epitaph recalling his grandfather’s conversion to 
Christianity at the beginning of the fifth century. But what lived for him was 
memory and honor, not the dead through their relics.13

Yet his rather breezy, sophisticated style cannot be taken simply as an in-
dication that the well educated of the late fifth century were uninterested in 
saints and miracles. Sidonius referred to Constantius of Lyon as “most wise” 
in literary matters and accepted his advice to publish his own letters: this was 
the Constantius who wrote a vita of Germanus of Auxerre that includes many 
healings of the gravely ill (or even already dead), expulsion of demons, and 
hauntings by the unburied.14 Sidonius thus marks a transition point between 
the skimpy saints of the fifth century and the many of the sixth.

Christians in Gaul at the beginning of the sixth century honored, in sub-
urban basilicas built in old Roman cemeteries, a few early martyrs who had 
sought to bring Christianity to a pagan part of the Empire (where, according 
to their later hagiographers, the worship of Jove and Epona was carried on 
indiscriminately).15 When the cult of the saints expanded, these early martyrs, 
now often reconceptualized as the founding bishops of the region’s Christian 
community, were the saints around whom commemoration came to be 
focused.16

The first systematic composition of the vitae of multiple martyrs in Gaul 
dates from the early sixth century, when the “Acta” of the Burgundian saints 
put to death under the emperor Aurelian were composed.17 Although the 
“lives” of individual saints were later separated out of this collection, the sixth-
century author worked to create a coherent narrative of martyred saints in 
Burgundy, even if some (like the Holy Triplets) were heavily borrowed in out-
line from saints of Cappadocia. He seems to have picked up Aurelian from the 
vita of Saint Symphorien, whose author had in turn found this emperor in 
Sulpicius Severus.18
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In an effort to tie Burgundy’s martyrs to the martyrs of Lyon, the author 
unconcernedly reduced the century from the famous martyrdoms at Lyon in 
177 to the emperor Aurelian in the 270s to a single generation. (He may have 
confused Emperor Aurelian, discussed by Sulpicius Severus, with Emperor 
Marcus Aurelius, discussed by Eusebius in connection with the martyrs of 
Lyon.) These “Acta,” note, were composed two and a half centuries after Aure-
lian had supposedly persecuted Christians in Burgundy. The first historical 
saints of northern Gaul had been Martin of Tours, Germanus of Auxerre, 
Lupus of Troyes, and Genovefa of Paris. Two generations or more after their 
time, the “Acta” indicated that these had not been the first local saints after all 
but that Gallo-Roman martyrs had preceded them by over two hundred years.

The “Acta” told how the holy Polycarp, a follower of the apostle John, had 
designated Ireneus as a missionary to Lyon, and how Ireneus had come to 
Burgundy. Here his own disciple Benignus preached at Dijon and Langres and 
his disciple Andochius at Saulieu, while at Autun Benignus baptized the 
youthful Symphorien (who thus was given a somewhat lower status than the 
disciples, even though his vita predated the “Acta” of the Burgundian mar-
tyrs), as well as Symphorien’s cousins, the Holy Triplets of Langres. Within a 
short time, all of these achieved glorious martyrdom.

These “Acta” were enormously influential. Benignus quickly became iden-
tified as the founding bishop of Langres (even though the “Acta” author may 
have gotten him from a Greek passio of a Saint Menignos). It is possible that 
Bishop Gregory of Langres, great-grandfather of Gregory of Tours, was re-
sponsible for the composition of the “Acta” at the beginning of the sixth cen-
tury. Other supposed missionary-martyrs, including Peregrinus of Auxerre, 
Ferreolus of Vienne, Felix of Valence, and Marcellus of Chalon, were soon 
commemorated and associated with missionaries from Rome and/or Lyon and 
with persecutions under Aurelian.

This multiplication of local saints still did not mean that every city had its 
own powerful saint, and by later medieval standards local saints were still 
sparse. There were surprisingly few major churches dedicated to saints from 
Gaul even at the end of the sixth century, when Venantius Fortunatus wrote a 
poem enumerating renowned saints revered in Gaul.19 His list was very short: 
Victor of Marseille, Caesarius of Arles, Denis of Paris, Symphorien of Autun, 
Privatus of Gévaudan (Mende),20 Julien of Brioude, Ferreolus of Vienne, Hil-
ary of Poitiers, and Martin of Tours—  and of these nine, the second, eighth, 
and ninth had not been martyrs. (If the saints of Gaul made a skimpy list, at 
least they were more numerous than those of Spain and Britain, to which 
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Fortunatus gave one saint each, respectively, Vincent and Albanus.)21 Though 
not intended to be exhaustive, his list is an indication that even when the first 
Gallic martyrologies were put together, the Christian landscape of Gaul was 
still not thickly populated with basilicas dedicated to early saints.

The rapid growth in the fourth through sixth centuries in the number of 
saints who formed an integral part of the Christian community may be clear 
to modern scholars. But sixth-century authors did not speak of an increase in 
the number of saints. Rather, the stories written to remember the martyrs of 
Gaul—  as well as the more recent saints of the fifth and sixth centuries—  seem
designed to deny that any change in the saints’ number and importance had 
taken place at all. The vitae were thus an act of creative memory, reaching back 
to the time of the martyrs. There may have been a time of temporary forget-
ting of the saints and their importance, the sixth-century hagiographers im-
plied, but the saints, their relics, and their miracles had always been a central 
feature of Gaul.

The hagiography of the late fifth and early sixth centuries, including the 
vitae of Germanus, Lupus, and Genovefa, are all dense with healing miracles 
performed during the saints’ lives. What the accounts of these saints’ lives lack 
is relics: the close association between the living and the bones of those who 
had once lived in an area, bones that would ultimately become more effective 
in working miracles than the saints had been while alive.

Holy Relics

Christianity was so identified with funerary observance by the seventh century 
that it may be too easy to overlook the novelty of this development.22 The 
joining of the church hierarchy with the cult of the dead slowly became a 
distinctive aspect of western Christendom, distinguishing it from the other 
religions that came out of Roman antiquity. Historians now see a fundamental 
transformation as having taken place in the late fourth and fifth centuries, 
when, in Peter Brown’s elegant phrase, “tomb and altar were joined.”23 But the 
process was gradual, and in Gaul the discovery, translation, and veneration of 
saints’ relics was not fully established before the second half of the sixth 
century.

Early Christianity had flourished without assigning holiness to very many 
particular objects or places. Although Sulpicius Severus, writing at the end of 
the fourth century, said that the “whole earth” had been spattered with the 
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blood of persecuted martyrs, he was not interested in particular spatters. The 
only relic he mentions is the True Cross, discovered by Helena (Constantine’s 
mother), which was successfully tested for authenticity, he relates, by its ability 
to resurrect someone recently dead.24 Recounting the suffering of earlier 
Christians helped create a shared identity for Christian communities,25 but 
these stories were rarely connected with concrete relics before the fourth 
century.

Even when the relics of the numerous (if often unnamed) martyrs killed 
at the orders of pagan emperors first began to be venerated publicly after Con-
stantine’s conversion, they were revered where they lay—  in Rome, most com-
monly in the catacombs. The disturbance of bodies was forbidden by both 
pagan and Christian law, even if the repeated prohibitions indicate that such 
disturbance was common, and still highly controversial at the end of the 
fourth century. Until the final decades of that century, when Ambrose first 
translated martyrs’ entire bodies (Saints Gervasius and Protasius), putting 
their relics into a church as part of its consecration ceremony, churches were 
not even dedicated to saints.26

Ambrose’s effort to integrate relics into the definition of a church’s holy 
space was not immediately adopted or broadly accepted. As Augustine said at 
the beginning of the fifth century, it was the congregation that was holy. He 
saw no benefit in being buried near the bones of saints and wanted the martyrs 
to be emulated, not to become powerful, sacred figures who might still be 
interested in one’s problems.27 Although Augustine became much more open 
to relics toward the end of his life, becoming one of the first bishops to acquire 
the relics of Saint Stephen and composing a book of these relics’ miracles, his 
principal interest was the resurrection of the body, not the relationship of the 
holy dead to the living.28

Victricius, bishop of Rouen and a contemporary of Ambrose’s, was one of 
the few immediately to adopt the saints and their relics as central to Christian 
practice. He wrote enthusiastically of translating relics into churches, and in 
fact he became the first bishop of Gaul to do so.29 The relics he put into his 
church at Rouen—  bits of dust and blood—  were relics of the same martyrs 
Ambrose translated into his church. He also developed the theological expla-
nation that because saints were with God they were not really dispersed when 
their remains were dispersed but remained whole within each fragment and 
that they could still hear and pass on petitions generated near where those 
fragments lay.30

As the fifth century progressed, other bishops obtained relics for their 
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churches, but the practice was far from universal. When Bishop Germanus of 
Auxerre obtained relics—  those of Albanus and Maurice—  for his city’s 
churches in the second quarter of the fifth century, he was the first bishop of 
Auxerre to do so. He apparently knew of no regional saints whose bones he 
might translate, for he found his martyrs in Britain and in the Jura.31 At many 
sites, including Auxerre, no local saint had a cult before the late fifth century, 
and all churches before then either were dedicated to saints whose relics had 
been imported from some distance or were not dedicated to a saint at all. A 
chronicler writing a history of Gaul in 452 mentioned no ancient saints be-
yond Gervasius and Protasius and found only a few regional holy bishops 
worth noting.32 The bishop of Vienne’s discovery of the body of the martyr 
Ferreolus in the 470s and its translation into a basilica was considered strik-
ingly unusual at the time, a particular mark of favor for the bishop, who could 
be compared to no other pontiff closer than Ambrose himself, three genera-
tions earlier.33

Before relics became a locus of veneration, far less attention was paid to 
tombs. At Auxerre, the first four or five bishops (depending on how one 
counts) were all buried at Mont Artre, in what was doubtless a Roman ceme-
tery a safe half kilometer beyond the Gallo-Roman city walls.34 The cemetery 
was not reserved for bishops; according to the vita of Bishop Amator (d. 418), 
he buried his wife, Martha, there when she predeceased him and was later 
buried beside her.35 Although this vita postdates Amator’s life by at least a 
century—  a dating that itself suggests the novelty of the sixth-century interest 
in the burial places of the holy dead—  the author had doubtless seen the 
tombs. A slightly later vita of Saint Mamertinus includes the story of someone 
passing the night in this cemetery of Mont Artre, described as overgrown and 
infested with snakes.36 The author used here the same topos of the forgotten 
tomb as did Gregory of Tours at roughly the same time, as discussed shortly—
but Gregory’s forgotten tombs were far out in the country. Auxerre’s were only 
a ten-minute walk from the city.

In the course of the fifth century this separation between tomb and Chris-
tian cult began to change. Bishop Germanus of Auxerre died in Ravenna, 
probably in 448, but the churchmen of Auxerre were not satisfied to let him 
rest there. His body was brought home by a long and difficult journey across 
the Alps. His relics—  and thus presence—  were wanted for Auxerre.37 Even the 
men who had brought his body back became holy by association and later had 
churches of the Auxerrois dedicated to them. Germanus was buried at the 
basilica he himself had established just north of the city, dedicated to Saint 
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Maurice of Agaune. The basilica quickly started being referred to as that of 
Saint Germanus, not of Saint Maurice, and a monastery, St.-Germain, was 
established there in the sixth century.38 It is striking that this new burial center 
for bishops—  a great many bishops followed Germanus into the church’s crypt 
in the following generations—  was on the far side of town from the original 
burial site of Mont Artre. The older bishops were not forgotten, for a church, 
dedicated to St.-Amâtre (Amator), was later built in the cemetery. But bishops 
no longer chose this site for their tombs. Although it is unlikely that burial at 
St.-Germain represented a rejection of the diocese’s early bishops—  being
rather an act of identification with the see’s holiest bishop—  it was a symbolic 
turning point in how members of the diocese thought about and celebrated 
their Christian past.

The transition in how relics were appreciated may be seen vividly at Lyon, 
the only city in Gaul recognized before the late fifth or sixth century as having 
had multiple local martyrs. Lyon’s traditionally numbered forty-eight, who 
had supposedly all been put to death in 177, four generations or more before 
other martyrs in Gaul.39 They were recalled with admiration from at least the 
fourth century, when the Greek historian Eusebius wrote about them as hav-
ing already passed into dim and ancient history.40 But they were originally 
treated as figures to be emulated—  in courage and faith if not in fact in death—
rather than as members of the community whose ongoing presence would be 
made concrete by their relics. In the later fifth century, as holy bodies began to 
take on importance, the lack of such relics was noted regretfully and explained 
by the burning of the martyrs’ bodies and the dumping of their ashes into the 
Rhône.41

But a hundred years later, this problem had been overcome: Lyon had the 
ashes of its forty-eight martyrs. In fact, it had always had them! Gregory of 
Tours named them all (or at least forty-five); previous authors had been con-
tent to name just a few. (Some names, like First, Fourth, Saint, Mature, Ma-
ternal, Rhône, October, and Bibles, seem a bit unusual.)42 Gregory knew and 
retold the story of how a wicked judge had ordered the bodies burned and the 
ashes scattered. But in his version, when the local Christians who had not 
suffered martyrdom were bemoaning the loss of their companions and espe-
cially the loss of their relics, the martyrs appeared to them in a vision. “Gather 
up our relics from this place,” the martyrs said, pointing out their ashes. They 
also reassured their friends that they had not truly died but had been directly 
transported to heavenly rest. Their friends gathered up the presumably water-
soaked ashes and put them into a church, built in their honor.43 By the late 
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sixth century, then, a lack of relics was no longer a problem in Lyon—  and
Gregory suggested that in fact it had never been a problem, that the ashes had 
begun receiving proper Christian attention within a very short time of the 
martyrs’ deaths.

Gregory’s assumption of the centrality of saints’ relics finds an echo in the 
other Gregory, his contemporary Pope Gregory I, who was faced with so many 
requests from Europe’s bishops for bits of Roman martyrs and so much enthu-
siasm among his congregation for the martyrs that he tried to restrict the 
outflow of relics from his city and make his congregation focus less on the 
deaths of the saints and more on their moral achievements.44 This relic trade 
was new, but it was not remembered as new. Gregory of Tours assumed that 
the martyrs he commemorated had always been known—  or at least should 
have been.

The Discovery of Forgotten Saints

The sixth century was the major period for the discovery, the inventio, of mar-
tyrs’ relics in Gaul. That so many of the martyrs were said to have been put to 
death in the third century under Aurelian and had their bodies hidden by the 
faithful, only to be rediscovered in the sixth century, indicates a deliberate ef-
fort to create a narrative of early Christianization of Gaul to match the Roman 
narrative.45 Sometimes the newly discovered saint would continue to be ven-
erated where originally buried, in which case a basilica could be built over the 
tomb. But the new sense that churches needed relics meant that many early 
saints, once they had been discovered, were translated into a church in town.

Translation could involve the importation of relics from a considerable 
distance, as done by Bishops Germanus and Aunarius of Auxerre, the latter a 
contemporary of Gregory of Tours. Aunarius, like many other bishops, wrote 
the pope to ask that relics be sent for the churches he was building.46 Or, in-
creasingly, translation might require finding the holy dead in their forgotten 
tombs and bringing them into the heart of the community. Translation could 
also entail the transference of remains from one tomb to a new, adjacent one, 
more spectacular or better suited for veneration. Aunarius was not alone 
among sixth- and seventh-century bishops in believing that their dioceses 
needed more saints, more relics, and more connection to the past. The vita of 
Bishop Audoin (Ouen) of Rouen, written not long after the bishop’s death in 
the second half of the seventh century, created a bridge between the early age 



Remembering Martyrs and Relics 223

of martyrs and his own age: “Just as, at the time of the persecutions, the mar-
tyrs of Christ . . .  shed their precious blood,” the author said, “so too this man, 
in a peaceful time when persecutions had stopped . . .  earned the palm of mar-
tyrdom by emulation.”47

The attempt to make Audoin a virtual martyr was not entirely successful; 
the biographer’s own account shows that he died of a fever. But the biographer 
connected Audoin to the age of persecutions by describing how assiduous he 
was in accumulating the relics of various martyrs for his churches, going on 
collecting trips both to Rome and Cologne. Indeed, although the biographer 
states that the bishop’s original purpose in going to Cologne was to try to 
bring about peace in the conflict between the Neustrians and the Austrasians, 
once there he availed himself of the opportunity to take a number of relics 
from the city. He may have taken them by permission, or he may have en-
gaged in “holy theft”; the biographer is (perhaps deliberately) vague on this 
point.48 But the bishop, at least in his biographer’s eyes, saw the responsibility 
to gather relics and link his church to the glorious Christian past to be at least 
as important a part of his mission as bringing peace in a time of war.

This bishop would doubtless have been pleased that his own body was 
treated as a relic. He died near Paris, far from his diocese but not far from 
those who admired him. Everyone, according to his biographer, was stricken 
by sorrow, but they were also joyful to be associated with his body. The king 
and queen, the bishops and the mayor of the palace all disputed, according to 
the biographer, for the honor of carrying him to his glorious funeral, and then 
clerics and members of the general populace competed for the honor of trans-
porting the saint on their shoulders as he headed homeward to Rouen.49

The heroic age of martyrs may have passed, as Christianity became secure 
and indeed privileged, but incorporation of the sainted martyrs into the pres-
ent community meant that Christians continued to share in their glory. Aux-
erre, which had acquired its first local saint, Germanus, in the fifth century, 
added two of Germanus’s predecessors to the list during the later sixth century, 
Bishops Peregrinus and Amator, the former remembered as a martyr under 
Aurelian. Here, note, the memory of the Christian past reached backward 
before Germanus to find local saints who were then commemorated for the 
first time after he was.50 By this period in Gaul, it would have seemed self-
evident that the holy dead of a region ought to be remembered and have altars 
erected over their bones.51 But it had not seemed self-evident in the years 
when they had originally been buried, which meant that the sixth and seventh 
centuries had a lot of ground to make up.



224 Chapter 12

The need to assert that saints and their relics had always been present can 
be seen clearly in Gregory of Tours. His writings of course are the major source 
of information on the attitudes of sixth-century Gaul toward its Christian 
past.52 For many saints of Gaul, their first formal biography was in Gregory’s 
“Lives of the Fathers,” a work in which the majority were either connected 
with the dioceses he knew best (especially Clermont and Tours) or were in-
deed his relatives.53 He filled his pages with saints and miracle-working relics, 
but his accounts need to be understood as a response to what he felt was a 
serious gap: saints who evidently (to him) required vitae had not earlier re-
ceived them.

Many of the saints he discussed had tombs that had long been neglected. 
The martyrs had lived and died in a past that seemed quite distant, and yet he 
had to account for why they had possessed no cult in the intervening centu-
ries. That is, they were beginning to be venerated in the sixth century, yet they 
had been killed in the second or third, and those missing centuries required an 
explanation. Moreover, as well as glorifying the saints, Gregory urged that 
they not be forgotten again; the expansion of the cult of the saints was recent 
enough that it was still in danger of receding. For example, Gregory discussed 
the martyr Benignus, whose basilica was erected by Gregory’s own great-
grandfather, Bishop Gregory of Langres. In this account, the location of the 
great sarcophagus where Benignus was buried was lost after his third-century 
martyrdom at Dijon. However, rumor of it persisted into the sixth century, 
when the bishop of Langres decided to search for it. It was discovered by the 
local countryfolk because it was leaking wax, but it was guarded by a great 
serpent. The combination of the countryfolk and the serpent certainly gave an 
impression of a location far out in the hinterlands, not in Dijon, but the 
bishop quickly built an appropriate basilica in the city and translated the relics 
there.54

Similarly, in telling the story of Amarandus, who had been martyred at 
Albi, Gregory said that “for a long time his tomb lay hidden by brambles and 
thorn bushes.” But then, miraculously, “the crypt in which he lay was revealed 
and shone brightly.” But Amarandus was soon forgotten again because the 
local Christians moved away. The second time the saint was discovered, how-
ever, by new inhabitants of the area, his memory stayed alive. His tomb would 
itself kindle candles that were placed upon it without anyone striking a light. 
Thus the saint showed his power to those who came to his burial site, both 
through the miraculously reappearing tomb itself and through the ritual of 
lighting candles for the dead. The spontaneously igniting candles, Gregory 
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noted, persisted only until the region was built up enough that finding a fire 
was no longer difficult—  and until a settled population assured that their saint 
would not be forgotten a third time.55 Gregory’s account is not focused on 
either the life or death of Amarandus; he does even say how he came to be 
martyred, instead commenting, “buried, he lives in glory.” Rather, it is a story 
of Christians discovering a forgotten tomb and being rewarded with relics and 
spectacular miracles.

Martyrologies

Part of the expanded commemoration of saints was the need for a list of all the 
saints and the dates on which they should be remembered. A few saints could 
be easily venerated; multiple saints needed lists and calendars to keep them all 
straight. Martyrologies had a long history, but the most important for Gaul 
was the so-called Martyrologium Hieronymianum, given that name because it 
is often found with a dedicatory letter supposedly addressed to Jerome. It in-
cluded many early saints from Antioch and Cappadoccia, but these were in-
termingled with ones from the West.56 A day-by-day calendar listed all the 
saints the compilers knew who had done something memorable on that day: 
generally die, but sometimes receive burial or translation, or even occasionally 
be born. There are today dozens of martyrology manuscripts whose texts (and 
sometimes whose very parchment) date from the seventh or eighth century, 
none identical although they all bear a strong family resemblance.

The Martyrologium Hieronymianum is usually assumed to have begun in 
Italy near the end of the sixth century and then sent to Auxerre, where it was 
rewritten and augmented by a local scribe, to include not just universal and 
Italian saints but saints from the Auxerrois.57 This scribe’s first step was doubt-
less to add his region’s own saints to the margins and blank spaces—  as scribes 
at Auxerre were still doing in the twelfth century to an eleventh-century copy 
of this martyrology.58 The whole text would then have been copied out cleanly. 
In all the manuscripts, a greater number of local saints from Auxerre appear 
than from any other diocese. The Martyrologium includes thirty saints and 
bishops from Auxerre, especially striking given the paucity of Auxerrois saints 
a century earlier. Only two other dioceses have anywhere near as many local 
listings as does Auxerre: Lyon has twenty-six, Autun twenty-five.59 No other 
diocese in Gaul has more than eight entries in the Martyrologium, and most 
have only one or two. Even in the cases of Lyon and Autun, almost all of the 
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entries are for bishops, not for local saints, and the episcopal lists are essen-
tially complete. It seems most likely, therefore, that the original compiler had 
the lists of bishops of the two most important other dioceses of his region 
before him but either did not know or care about their local martyrs as he did 
about Auxerre’s.60

The martyrology doubtless arrived in Auxerre at the same time as a collec-
tion of Ambrose’s treatises, known to have reached there at the end of the sixth 
century, most likely sent from Rome by Pope Pelagius II (579–90).61 These 
treatises include a copy of Victricius of Rouen’s “De laude sanctorum,” the 
first theological discussion in Gaul of the value of relics. The martyrology 
must have acquired its Gallic saints around the year 600, because Bishop 
Aunarius of Auxerre (d. 604) is the last bishop chronologically to have an 
entry, and significantly it is an entry for his birth, not his death. In addition, 
Pope Pelagius is known to have written to Bishop Aunarius, congratulating 
him on founding so many “new churches” and responding to the bishop’s re-
quest for relics for them. Aunarius also made a number of liturgical innova-
tions, including the establishment of a daily rota of diocesan churches where 
services would be held, making him a good candidate for the regular listing of 
saints and bishops that the martyrology represented.62 There are only a few 
other entries for a birthday in the martyrology besides his; one is for Syragrius, 
bishop of Autun, who died in 600, and he is given a birthday in some versions 
of the Martyrologium Hieronymianum and a burial date in others. Bishop Avi-
tus of the Auvergne, a friend of Gregory of Tours who died in 592, is listed by 
date of burial but not date of birth.63 It thus seems most likely that the marty-
rology was put together shortly before 600, with final emendations made be-
tween 600 and 604.64

Although this original martyrology is long gone,65 it proved enormously 
influential. When other regions of Gaul made their own martyrologies, they 
relied not on the original Italian version but on one that incorporated the 
saints of Auxerre. Indeed, all copies of this martyrology made in Francia and 
the Rhineland in the Carolingian and later periods derived ultimately from 
the Auxerre version of the very end of the sixth century, into which scribes of 
other localities incorporated their own regional saints as marginal additions.66

The influence of the version of c. 600 indicates that it was only at this period 
that those in Gaul became serious about compiling such lists of their saints 
and the days on which they should be commemorated.67

Within a century and a half, Auxerre had gone from commemorating no 
local saints at all, back when Germanus was bishop, to having thirty men and 



Remembering Martyrs and Relics 227

women worth commemorating around the year 600—  and the majority of 
these dated from before the age of Germanus. Of Auxerre’s thirty entries in the 
martyrology, about half were bishops, the rest local martyrs and confessors. 
Even though most of the bishops were not saints, the episcopal list is essen-
tially complete; all but two of the bishops whom the cathedral canons of the 
ninth century included in their history of the see also appear in the martyrol-
ogy from three centuries earlier, and those two were probably products of 
ninth-century misreadings.68 The writers of c. 600 thus shaped a memory that 
persisted in the following centuries of the history of their diocese and its mar-
tyrs, bishops, and saints.

By the time of the funeral of Bishop Audoin of Rouen in the seventh century, 
it was taken for granted that the holy dead were full members of the living 
Christian community and that their bodies had significance and power. The 
body of the man who had assiduously collected relics became a relic itself once 
he had died. But while he and his contemporaries assumed that Christianity 
had always been centered on such loci of supernatural power, saints and their 
relics were a relatively new phenomenon in late antique Gaul.

In early Christianity, the dead had been remembered, especially the mar-
tyrs whose spectacular deaths were the center of a narrative of persecution and 
eventual triumph. But only in the final years of the fourth century was the 
initially controversial decision made to put relics of martyrs into a church. 
During the fifth century, even while relics slowly became more common, they 
remained unusual. During the course of the sixth century, however, relics be-
came necessary for all churches, and the wave of discoveries of the lost tombs 
of the now extremely numerous early martyrs of Gaul meant that such relics 
were readily available.

But those writing in the late sixth and seventh centuries did not remem-
ber a past without saints and their relics. They reimagined their past so that the 
fourth century, which appears very different from the sixth to modern schol-
ars, was instead not different at all. The scribe at Auxerre who put together the 
Gallic version of the Martyrologium Hieronymianum took it for granted that 
his see had always had a great many saints, including its early bishops and 
third-century martyrs. The well-established, comfortably institutionalized 
church of the year 600 could look back over the centuries to martyrs killed by 
pagan Romans, but for the previous two hundred years, they assumed, the 
church and its saints had always taken the same form—  or, if not, they cer-
tainly should have done so.
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The saints and ancestors who were remembered, rewritten, and reconceptual-
ized between the sixth century and the twelfth all had one significant aspect in 
common: they were dead. The living, too, were worthy of memory, as Anselm 
of St.-Remy made clear in the eleventh century when he recorded the events 
of the Council of Reims. But control of memory principally meant control of 
the dead. Even before the development of a unified liturgy of Christian death 
in the late ninth century,1 the dead were a crucial part of the community of the 
faithful, perhaps the most important part, and how they were remembered 
shaped the living present.

When chroniclers and cartulary scribes worked in the high Middle Ages, 
re-creating the histories of their houses, placing them in the history of the 
world as a whole (or at least the part they knew), or organizing, trying to make 
sense of, and copying charters that had been accumulating in the archives for 
as long as six centuries, they wrote of those long dead. But those who had 
come before had constant relevance for the present, a relevance that could 
indeed be improved with judicious reinterpretation. The dead were thus a 
crucial element in the early medieval construction of memory.2 Because their 
predecessors had created the past that thinkers assumed ought to shape con-
temporary experience, and because the dead continued to be present, the dis-
tinction between long ago and right now could easily be blurred.

Overcoming death through resurrection of the body had of course been a 
central tenet of Christianity since its earliest days.3 The dead were thus not to 
be feared but rather to be embraced, and the presence of human remains was 
not a reminder of mortality but a marker of immortality. Once early Christian-
ity had made the transition, in Alan Bernstein’s terms, from death as a neutral 
event to death as a moral event, and the choice between heaven and hell loomed 
large for the dying,4 it is not surprising that Christians preferred burial at 
churches. By making tombs of stone, Merovingian-era Christians were assur-
ing that these tombs could be quite literally incorporated into their churches. 



Conclusion 229

The crypts of ancient churches from Arles in southern France to St.-Laurent of 
Grenoble in the Alps to St.-Germain of Auxerre in Burgundy to St.-Denis 
outside of Paris to Diekirch in Luxembourg not only are full of Merovingian 
sarcophagi but are in fact partially constructed of these sarcophagi.

The biographer of Bishop Caesarius of Arles, writing in the middle of the 
sixth century, described the saint paying for stone sarcophagi with which he 
covered the floor of a basilica in Arles so that the nuns he had established there 
would be “relieved of concern” for how they would be buried.5 Excavations at 
the church of St.-Laurent of Grenoble have revealed a fifth-century stone 
mausoleum where the tapered sarcophagi were neatly lined up to fill all avail-
able space. By the early seventh century it was a fully developed cruciform 
church, with altars and sacristy—  and hundreds of tombs. The Christians of 
Grenoble were buried in the church itself, and subsequent rebuildings of the 
church, in first Carolingian and eventually the present Romanesque styles, all 
preserved the layers of crypts from previous centuries.6 In church for mass, 
baptism, or ordination, medieval people were always reminded of the continu-
ing presence of the dead.

But nearly as important as the bodies of those who had gone before were 
what had been written by or about them. Charters and vitae were not just 
historical artifacts but living testimony to events still highly important. Times 
and dates, the starting point for understanding history for modern scholars, 
were much more flexible in early medieval thought. Indeed, one of the pur-
poses of memory was to bridge the gaps that time might create. Thus the cre-
ation of a cartulary took the individual charters out of their temporal context 
and reordered them in a way that corresponded to the needs or perceptions of 
the cartulary scribe and his contemporaries. Even the universal chroniclers 
who recounted several thousand years of history, in order, viewed the past te-
leologically: biblical history led up to the atonement, and a monastery’s his-
tory of foundation, difficulties, and even destruction led up to its present 
glory. Only those documents that could not be interpreted to meet a commu-
nity’s present needs, most notably the polyptyques, were allowed to disappear 
quietly.

Dead ancestors helped define royal families just as dead monks and mo-
nastic donors helped define monasteries. The rise of the Carolingians was ac-
companied by a deliberate if uneasy effort by the royal family themselves as 
well as the publicists of their court to reconstruct their history as that of a true 
dynasty that self-evidently deserved to rule. Presenting the accomplishments 
of Charlemagne and his relatives also required the creation of a straight-line
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set of ancestors. The difficulty of remembering his predecessors in this way, a 
novel act of memory, is reflected in the substantial differences between the 
various family trees constructed for him at the royal court within a generation 
of each other. Neither the Robertians/Capetians nor the relatives of Count 
Hugh of Tours managed to remember their ancestors any further back than 
the time of Charlemagne, a further indication that dynasty itself was an act of 
memory, not simply biological descent.

The Carolingians’ extensive accomplishments, as celebrated by the publi-
cists of their court, shaped the later memory of the relationship between the 
kings and the church. The serious problems posed by the granting of precaria,
seizures of property, and the imposition of lay abbots in the eighth and ninth 
centuries are well documented and indeed caused some monks to look back 
regretfully to better times under the Merovingians. Yet the golden glow the 
publicists successfully attached to all memories of the Carolingians inspired 
thinkers, from the eleventh and twelfth centuries to very recent times, to as-
sume that their age must have been a high point for the Frankish churches.

The churches of the ninth century, which did not share this vision, fought 
back against interference from kings and other powerful laymen by creating 
their own memory of the past, through manipulation of the written word. 
Most notably at Le Mans, churchmen confected mounds of forged documents 
to try to argue their case against the king. The contemporary Pseudo-Isidorian 
decretals similarly attempted to create a memory of eight centuries of episco-
pal independence, both from laymen and from other bishops—  who at the 
time were often backed by kings.

In part this widespread effort at forgery was a reaction to uncertainty. The 
eighth century had been a difficult period for many west Frankish monaster-
ies, and although they might retain some of their Merovingian-era documents, 
demonstrating that the kings then had been—  at least some of the time—
reliable supporters of the church, the ninth-century landscape was very differ-
ent from that of the seventh or early eighth century. Gaps in the records of 
these houses, sometimes over two generations long, hint at a loss of regular 
claustral life, as do later retrospective accounts of Saracens or pagans. With a 
drop in urban population and lay literacy, lay notaries also disappeared, taking 
with them many monasteries’ early records.

It was not enough to reestablish both a regular life and monastic archives. 
The monks of the ninth century—  and for that matter the seventh and 
eighth—  wanted clear accounts of the early days of their houses. The model 
that was usually settled on was the normal pattern from the seventh century 
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onward: foundation by a powerful layman, sometimes a king, who granted an 
unambiguous foundation charter spelling out the property that now belonged 
to the monks. Flavigny, whose 717 foundation was the last in Burgundy for 
another century and a half,7 actually was founded in this way. In memory, so 
were all the other religious houses of the three previous centuries. The story of 
early monasticism that historians can now construct, of an oratory attracting 
a hermit and eventually a small body of followers, of bishops confirming the 
religious communities under their direction, and of churches served only in-
termittently by groups of men following a rule, was not the story that later 
monks wanted to hear. They wanted founders, foundation charters, and un-
broken histories.8

They also wanted relics, both of regional martyrs and of universal saints, 
and the memory they created was of events leading seamlessly from third-
century martyrdoms to well-established monasteries built over those saints’ 
bones. Such a memory left out all the changes that took place between the 
third century and the seventh in the ways that saints were revered. The very 
first monastery in Gaul, Saint Martin’s house in Tours, and the very first inser-
tion of saints’ relics into an altar had both taken place shortly before 400, and 
for the next century and a half both local saints and local monasteries had 
been unusual, but that was not how later writers wanted to remember the 
Christianization of the region.

Late sixth-century writers like Gregory of Tours, looking back over centu-
ries when martyrs had not been the defining center of the Christian cult and 
when churches had not collected saints’ bones, had to explain this apparent 
lack by indicating that it had not in fact happened. For Gregory martyrs, like 
the martyrs of Lyon, had always been revered, and if there had been plenty of 
lost tombs to be rediscovered, these were to be explained by carelessness, not a 
change in Christian practice and belief. The modern critic may look at such 
examples as Saint Benignus, whose body we are told was discovered by Greg-
ory’s great-grandfather in a forgotten tomb and assigned the name and story 
of the Greek Saint Menignos, and conclude that virtually none of the martyr 
saints revered in the Merovingian era had any claim to historical authenticity. 
But for sixth-century Christians modern definitions of historical accuracy 
were irrelevant; Benignus was to be remembered as one of those who origi-
nally brought Christianity to Gaul, and thus his body formed a crucial part of 
their current community.

Saints’ vitae provide one of the clearest examples of malleable memory, 
being used to keep the dead up-to-date, as saints from Martin to Radegund 
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had the stories of their lives told and retold, with each iteration serving the 
changing needs of the community that remembered and revered the saint. 
Such saints, including Martin and Germanus, were frequently attached to 
monasteries in the seventh century, but in later generations the memory of the 
transition, from saint to basilica to group of hermits to regular monastery, was 
smoothed out to indicate that, from the time of the saint to the present, a 
recognizable monastic life had been followed at the sites of their veneration—
and their bones.

For those living in late Roman Gaul and for the succeeding Merovingian, 
Carolingian, and Capetian periods, the past and the memory of the past were 
more than historical concerns. Rather, the lives of dead saints, clerics, and 
kings remained as important as those of their successors. Thus the past was not 
simply an exemplary tableau of venerated predecessors and their actions but 
something that continued to live in the present. For this to be so, however, 
regular updating and reworking were always necessary to keep the past current 
and intelligible.



A p p e n d i x  I

M o n a s t e r i e s  i n  B u r g u n d y  a n d  S o u t h e r n 
C h a m p a g n e

This handlist of the monasteries in the Burgundy–southern Champagne re-
gion (within the medieval dioceses of Autun, Auxerre, Chalon-sur-Saône, 
Châlons-sur-Marne, Langres, Mâcon, Nevers, Sens, and Troyes) illustrates the 
discussion of monasticism in Chapters 8 and 11. The list is arranged by approx-
imate date of the establishment of monks. It includes the principal houses 
founded before the year 1000 but not the smaller ones about which essentially 
nothing is known or which may have had monks or nuns for only a few years.1

The annotations principally cover the houses’ foundations or refoundations.2

In these appendixes, briefer references to primary sources are given in 
parentheses.

St.-Marien of Auxerre

The oldest monastery in the region, founded by Bishop Germanus in the first 
half of the fifth century; see Appendix II.

Moûtier-St.-Jean (Reomaus)

Founded as a hermitage in the first half of the sixth century by Saint John, 
who also was supposed to have been the teacher of Saint Sequanus (see below). 
His vita from a century later suggests that his house originally followed the 
institutes of Lérins. Bishop Sigoald issued a privilege in the mid-seventh cen-
tury.3 Abbot Waldo attended the 760/2 Council of Attigny (“Consilium At-
tiniacense,” MGH Concilia 2:73). Apollinaris, abbot of St.-Bénigne of Dijon 
and Flavigny, headed Reomaus at the beginning of the ninth century (Hugh 
of Flavigny, Chronicon, MGH SS 8:352). In 819 Louis the Pious received dona
and military service from the monks.4 The house lost its regular life in the 
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ninth century and was given to Bishop Geylo of Langres by Charles the Fat in 
the 880s.5 In the early tenth century, Bishop Agrin, Duke Richard le Justicier, 
and Count Manasses gave the abbatia to St.-Bénigne, although it became in-
dependent again almost immediately. In 984 Bishop Bruno of Langres re-
quested a reforming abbot from Cluny; Heldric, the new abbot, also served as 
abbot of Flavigny and St.-Germain. The monastery then passed under the 
direction of Abbot William of St.-Bénigne. A house of black monks in the 
1130s.6

St.-Bénigne of Dijon

Founded as a basilica in the early sixth century by Bishop Gregory of Langres. 
The later Chronicle adds the spurious detail that monks were established at the 
same time.7 King Chlothar III in the 660s recalled earlier gifts from King 
Guntram in the later sixth century, by which time there were almost certainly 
monks there.8 Under episcopal authority in the ninth century, until Bishop 
Isaac of Langres rebuilt the church in 869 and reformed the monastic life 
under Saro, already abbot of Pouthières.9 In an association of prayers with the 
other monasteries of Burgundy still following a regular life at the end of the 
ninth century. It maintained its regularity at least into the 920s.10 In 990, 
however, Bishop Bruno of Langres asked the abbot of Cluny for a reforming 
abbot, William, who soon became a reformer of other Burgundian monaster-
ies as well, including St.-Vivant of Vergy, Bèze, Moûtier-St.-Jean, St.-Michel 
of Tonnerre, and Molosmes; all of these had their own abbots again after his 
death.11

St.-Remi of Sens

Claimed foundation in the sixth century. The early eighth-century vita of the 
early seventh-century Bishop Lupus of Sens calls it both a basilica and a mon-
astery.12 Monks were reestablished under episcopal authority in the cella of 
St.-Remi in 822, then moved out of town to Vareilles in 833, to a larger loca-
tion. Charles the Bald confirmed this move two decades later.13

St.-Jean of Sens

Founded in the sixth century as a nunnery. The bishop reestablished the mo-
nastic life in the cella in 822.14
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St.-Marcel-lès-Chalon

Founded in the late sixth century (traditionally 584) by King Guntram, one of 
the last Frankish monasteries before the 590 arrival of Irish-influenced monas-
ticism under Columbanus. The king granted immunities to the basilica “and 
those serving God there” in the 583/5 Council of Valence.15 Originally the 
monks followed the institutes of Agaune. By the 770s the house was headed 
by laymen. Hucbertus, a magnificus vir, held office under Charlemagne, and 
the house, with canons rather than monks, was then governed by provosts 
under lay abbots until the late tenth century.16 Reformed as a priory of Cluny 
by Adelaide, countess of Chalon, with her second husband, Count Geoffrey 
Greymantle of Anjou, and with the consent of Duke Henry of Burgundy.17

St.-Symphorien of Autun

Originally founded as a basilica in the middle of the fifth century (Gregory of 
Tours, Hist 2.15, p. 64). King Guntram granted immunities to the basilica of 
St.-Symphorien “and to those serving God there” in the 583/5 Council of Va-
lence, at the same time as to St.-Marcel; see above (Gislemarus, “Vita Droc-
tovei abbatis Parisiensis” 7, MGH SSRM 3:539). A community of monks in 
the 670s (“Passio Leudegarii episcopi Augustodunensis” 10, MGH SSRM 
5:292). In 866 Count Adalard of Autun was lay abbot.18 Associated in prayers 
with St.-Martin of Autun at the end of the ninth century. A house of secular 
canons in the tenth century, it was reformed with canons regular by the early 
twelfth century.19

St.-Seine

The sixth-century Saint Sequanus had a shrine in the second half of the cen-
tury at which Gregory of Tours said that miracles were worked, although he 
did not mention monks there.20 Sequanus had been a pupil of Saint John, 
founder of Moûtier-St.-Jean,21 and it is most likely that St.-Seine, like that 
house, began as a hermitage. Owed Louis the Pious dona in 819.22 Charles the 
Fat confirmed the possessions of the monks, under Abbot Boniface, in 886 
(MGH DD regum Germaniae ex stirpe Karolinorum 2:225–27, no. 140). As-
sociated in prayer with St.-Martin of Autun at the end of the ninth century.23

A house of black monks in the eleventh and twelfth centuries.24
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St.-Germain of Auxerre

Founded as a basilica in the early sixth century; had monks by the late sixth or 
early seventh century; see Appendix II.

Notre-Dame of Autun

Founded as a nunnery at the very end of the sixth century by Queen Brun-
hildis and Bishop Syagrius.25 Probably the same as the urban nunnery known 
as St.-Andoche in the ninth century, into which Bishop Jonas put Benedictine 
nuns in 858, replacing the canonesses who had been there.26

St.-Martin of Autun

Founded at the very end of the sixth century by Queen Brunhildis and Bishop 
Syagrius, at the same time as Notre-Dame of Autun. In 602, Lupus was “abbot 
and priest,” but there was no sign of monks.27 Brunhildis was considered to 
have been buried there. The monastery then disappears from the sources until 
843, when Charles the Bald confirmed the bishop of Autun’s authority over 
the house. In 855 Robert the Strong was lay abbot. Restored, under Abbot 
Arnulf, in 875.28 At the end of the ninth century, an association of prayers was 
formed between St.-Martin and the other churches of Burgundy still follow-
ing a regular life: Flavigny, St.-Bénigne, St.-Seine, Corbigny, St.-Pierre of 
Chalon, and St.-Symphorien of Autun.29 The monks’ possessions were con-
firmed by King Raoul in 924, but they soon lost their regularity of life, for the 
house had to be reestablished in 949 by the Burgundian counts Hugh the 
Black and Giselbert, with the assistance of monks from Cluny.30 St.-Martin 
had its own abbot in 1034. In 1058, Pope Nicholas took the house under the 
papacy’s direct jurisdiction.31

St.-Pierre of Melun

Although it later claimed a foundation in the sixth century, it was proba-
bly a basilica then, not a monastery.32 It owed Louis the Pious prayers but 
not dona.33 Rebuilt with a community of monks, under Abbot Walter, by 
Archbishop Seguin of Sens in the 990s, with the confirmation of Hugh 
Capet.34

St.-Julien of Auxerre

Originally founded as a monastery at the beginning of the seventh century, 
then refounded as a nunnery within two generations; see Appendix II.
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St.-Pierre-le-Vif of Sens

A twelfth-century chronicler dated St.-Pierre’s foundation to the time of Clo-
vis and his supposed daughter Theuchildis, although it is more likely that the 
house was founded in the early seventh century. A Theuchildis regina was 
buried there, according to a mid-seventh-century charter, probably the source 
for making her the founder.35 Queen Balthildis called St.-Pierre one of the 
“senior basilicas” of the realm (“Vita S. Balthildis” 9, MGH SSRM 2:493). In 
822 Louis the Pious granted authority over the house, now called a cella, to the 
archbishop of Sens, saying it had long since lost its monks. It had monks again 
a decade later, however, when the abbot of St.-Wandrille included them in his 
testament.36 The house was dominated by the archbishops of Sens until 891, 
when the archbishop agreed to let the monks choose their own abbots. It was 
a house of black monks, under Abbot Raynard, at the end of the tenth 
century.37

Ferrières

First appears in the vita of the seventh-century Bishop Eligius of Noyon (“Vita 
Eligii episcopi Noviomagensis” 1.10, MGH SSRM 4:678). In the twelfth cen-
tury the monks asserted foundation by Duke Wandelbert (GC 12:15–16, no. 
15). Charlemagne made Alcuin the abbot in 782 (“Vita Alcuini” 9, MGH SS 
15:190). The house owed Louis the Pious dona and military service. Louis did, 
however, grant the monks the right to free election, a privilege repeated by 
Charles the Bald in 841.38

St.-Loup of Troyes

A basilica outside of town had been dedicated to the sainted fifth-century 
bishop of Troyes by the middle of the sixth century. It had an abbot by the 
early seventh century, according to the early eighth-century vita of Bishop 
Lupus of Sens.39 Charlemagne made Alcuin the abbot in 782, at the same time 
as he became abbot of Ferrières (“Vita Alcuini” 9, MGH SS 15:190). Destroyed 
by the Vikings in the 880s. Rebuilt within the city of Troyes in 890 by Adalem, 
count of Troyes, who also acted as abbot. First the counts and then, in the 
eleventh century, the lords of Chappes acted as lay abbots until the monastery 
was made an independent house of secular canons by Lord Clarembald of 
Chappes in 1114. These canons were replaced by Augustinian canons in 1135. 
Meanwhile, St.-Loup’s original church was refounded as a house of canons 
dedicated to St.-Martin.40
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Bèze

Founded, according to its twelfth-century chronicle, in the seventh century 
by the couple Amalgarius and Aquilina, parents of Waldalenus, the first 
abbot, although the authenticity of its founding documents has been cast 
into doubt.41 It initially followed the “rule of St. Columbanus or of St. Ben-
edict.” The monastery lost its regularity in the eighth century. Though Bishop 
Alberic reestablished a body of monks in 830, the house was sacked by the 
Vikings in 888. A new restoration by the bishop in 890 was followed by a sack 
by the Magyars in 936/7. Under the direction of Abbot William of St.-
Bénigne at the end of the tenth century, although it had its own abbots after 
his death.42

St.-Etienne of Nevers

Originally founded as a house of nuns in the early seventh century, under the 
influence of Columbanus (Jonas of Bobbio, “Vita Columbani” 2, MGH 
SSRM 4:129). However, it then disappears from the records until the eleventh 
century. It was deserted in 1063 when Bishop Hugh gave it to his cathedral 
chapter. Count William of Nevers rebuilt it and gave it to Cluny as a priory in 
1097.43

Ste.-Colombe of Sens

A basilica in the first decades of the seventh century, when Bishop Desiderius 
of Auxerre mentioned it in his testament.44 It was a monastery by 660, with 
an abbot and brothers, when Bishop Emmo of Sens gave it a privilege of 
immunity.45 Abbot Wideradus attended the 760/2 Council of Attigny (“Con-
silium Attiniacense,” MGH Concilia 2:73). In the first decades of the ninth 
century it served as a refuge for the monks of St.-Riquier, fleeing the Vikings, 
and the leader of the St.-Riquier monks became archbishop of Sens and as-
sumed authority over the house. Served by canons in the 830s when it re-
ceived a privilege from Louis the Pious, specifying that the brothers could 
choose their own abbot, rather than being subject to the archbishop of Sens.46

In 847, it once again had monks rather than canons, even though it also had 
a secular rector, when Charles the Bald confirmed the brothers as following 
the Benedictine Rule.47 In 891, Richard le Justicier served as lay abbot.48 It 
had its own abbot, Guntio, in 988 when Hugh Capet confirmed the monks’ 
privileges.49
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Montier-en-Der

Founded in 666 at the site of the hermitage of Bercharius, who became the 
first abbot, originally following variously the rules of Lérins, Luxeuil, Agaune, 
and Benedict. The monks received privileges from Childeric II and Theoderic 
III.50 In the eighth century, the monks were replaced by canons. Although the 
Benedictine Rule was established by Louis the Pious around 830, lay abbots 
and rectors governed the house in the following decades,51 and in the later 
ninth century the monks had to flee from the Vikings to the Jura. They soon 
returned, but an eleventh-century author said that they fell into decadence 
under Abbot Benzo and were only reformed in 935 by the arrival of monks 
from St.-Evre of Toul (itself recently reformed on the model of Fleury), under 
Abbot Alberic.52

St.-Georges of Couches

This little monastery in the diocese of Autun, probably founded in the seventh 
century, had its own abbot in the first decades of the ninth century.53 In 1018 
the bishop, saying that it had long been deserted, gave it to the monastery of 
Flavigny to reform to the Benedictine Rule, but by the 1080s it had become a 
simple ecclesia.54

Montier-la-Celle

Founded in the middle of the seventh century in “Insula Germanus,” outside 
of Troyes, by a recluse named Frodbert.55 Queen Balthildis and her husband, 
Clovis II, granted the monks some fisc land, which their son Clothar III con-
firmed in the 650s.56 It was a house of regular monks in the middle of the 
eighth century.57 It received gifts and a confirmation of its possessions from 
Charles the Bald.58 In 935, Benzo, formerly abbot of Montier-en-Der, was 
driven out of there and settled instead at Montier-la-Celle. The house was 
following a monastic life in 1048, when Count Theobold of Troyes took monks 
from there to reestablish the regular life in a church in Provins.59

Poulangy

Founded in the seventh century as a house of nuns. In the ninth through 
early twelfth centuries it was an abbatiola dependent on the bishops of Lan-
gres. In the twelfth century it became a house of nuns associated with 
Cîteaux.60
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Puellemontier

Founded in 693 as a nunnery, dependent on Montier-en-Der.61

St.-Andoche of Saulieu

Established as a monastery by the first decades of the eighth century, when 
Wideradus remembered it in his testament, at the same time as he founded 
Flavigny. In 843, Charles the Bald confirmed the bishop of Autun’s authority 
over it.62

Flavigny

Founded in 717;63 originally followed a “mixed rule” containing elements of 
the rules of Lérins, Luxeuil, and Agaune but almost immediately adopted the 
Benedictine Rule. Abbot Manasses attended the 760/2 Council of Attigny 
(“Consilium Attiniacense,” MGH Concilia 2:73). Owed Louis the Pious dona
and military service. Count Warin was lay abbot (rector) in the 840s, and 
Bishop Adalgar became abbot in 877.64 Joined the association of prayers with 
St.-Martin of Autun at the end of the ninth century, but bishops of Autun 
continued to hold the office of abbot of Flavigny, ruling through rectors, until 
the 990s, when Bishop Walter reformed the house by subjecting it to Abbot 
Heldric of St.-Germain.65 In the eleventh and twelfth centuries it elected its 
own abbots.

Nesle

Claimed origins in the sixth century, although there is no evidence for a foun-
dation before the eighth century.66 Owed Louis the Pious dona and military 
service. In 841 the emperor Lothar confirmed the monastery’s possessions and 
granted the monks the right to elect their abbot freely, saying that Louis the 
Pious had made a similar grant of immunity.67

St.-Etienne of Dijon

Claimed foundation in the seventh century, although it is only definitively 
attested in the eighth century. It was a house of canons around the year 800 
when Bishop Betto of Langres made the house gifts.68 Under episcopal control 
in the ninth century. An ecclesia, not a monastery, in 889. A house of secular 
canons in the early twelfth century.69 These were replaced by Augustinian can-
ons between 1113 and 1116.70



Monasteries in Burgundy-Champagne 241

Molosmes

A monastery dependent on the bishop of Langres in the ninth century, with 
the implication that it had long been a monastery. Owed Louis the Pious 
prayers but not dona.71 Its abbot attended a council at Langres in 858. Put 
under the direction of Abbot William of St.-Bénigne at the end of the tenth 
century.72

Sts.-Géosmes

A monastery dependent on the bishop of Langres in the ninth century, with 
the implication that it had long been a monastery. Hosted a council in 858.73

Montiéramey

Founded in 837 by Count Aledram and Bishop Adalbert of Troyes as a cell for 
the hermit Adremar, for whom the house is named (GC 12:247, no. 2). Charles 
the Bald confirmed the foundation. In the 850s this former hermitage had 
Benedictine monks.74 Kings Odo and Raoul confirmed the monks’ rights in 
the 890s and 920s, respectively. It continued as a house of Benedictine monks 
in the eleventh and twelfth centuries.75

Tournus

Originally a basilica dedicated St.-Valérien, in honor of a local martyr. Re-
founded by Charles the Bald in 875 as a home for the monks of St.-Philibert 
(Noirmoutier), who were fleeing the Vikings. The church at Tournus was re-
dedicated as St.-Philibert. It managed to maintain itself as a regular monastery 
throughout the tenth and eleventh centuries.76

St.-Pierre of Chalon

Associated in prayers with St.-Martin of Autun at the end of the ninth cen-
tury.77 Abbot Seinfred attended a reform council in 1064 (GC 12:328, no. 36). 
St.-Pierre had black monks throughout the eleventh and twelfth centuries.78

Vézelay

Founded in 858/9 by Count Girard and his wife, Bertha. They intended it to 
be a house of nuns, but at some point between 863 and 878 the nuns were 
forced to flee, and the house instead acquired Benedictine monks.79 Beginning 
in 1058, the house was regularly listed as an abbatia subject to Cluny in that 
house’s papal bulls, even though it retained its own abbot.80
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Pouthières

Founded in 858/9 by Count Girard and Countess Bertha at the same time as 
Vézelay; the couple was buried at Pouthières.81 The abbot of the house was 
accused of gross irregularities at the 1049 Council of Reims and forced to re-
sign.82 Unlike its sister house of Vézelay, the monastery of Pouthières was never 
associated with Cluny and had its own abbot in the twelfth century.83

Corbigny

Founded in 864 by Abbot Eygilo of Flavigny, as a house of Benedictine monks, 
headed by Abbot Wulfrid.84 Taken by Bishop Adalgar of Autun along with 
Flavigny in 877; see above. Associated in prayers with St.-Martin of Autun at 
the end of the ninth century.85 Reformed and placed under the authority of 
the bishop of Autun in 1034 (GC 4:78–79, no. 42). During the following de-
cades the monks of Corbigny sought to establish their independence both 
from the bishops of Autun and from Flavigny.86

St.-Martin of Nevers

Bishop Herman of Nevers put canons in the church in 849 (GC 12:301–3, no. 
4), then in 886 Bishop Emmenus replaced the canons with nuns (MGH DD 
regum Germaniae ex stirpe Karolinorum 2:221–22, no. 138).87 Refounded as a 
house of canons in the first decades of the twelfth century (GC 12:338–39, no. 
47).

St.-Sauveur/Notre-Dame of Nevers

Bishop Herman put nuns in the church in 849 (GC 12:301–3, no. 4; “Annales 
Nivernenses” 858, MGH SS 13:89). In 1045, after it had “lost the Rule of Saint 
Benedict,” the bishop of Nevers gave it to Cluny as a priory.88

St.-Urbain of Châlons

Bishop Erchenraus of Châlons established the monastery in the 860s, having 
obtained for the purpose some relics of Pope Urban I from the monks of St.-
Germain of Auxerre.89

Charlieu

Founded in 872 by Robert, bishop of Valence, who appointed the first abbot. 
Boso, count and later king of Provence, was an early benefactor.90 The pope 
gave it to Cluny in 932, at the request of King Hugh of Italy, and it may 
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perhaps be considered the first abbey subjected to Cluny. It topped the list of 
Cluny’s dependencies in the 954 confirmation of Pope Agapitus and remained 
a Cluniac priory in the eleventh and twelfth centuries.91

St.-Michel of Tonnerre

Most likely founded in the ninth century.92 In the 880s Bishop Theobold of 
Langres gave the monks some churches, saying they were rich in edifices but 
poor in income. Under the control of the bishop of Langres in the 930s, when 
the bishop gave it to one Teuto, his miles and faithful follower. In 980, the 
bishop of Langres and the count of Tonnerre set out together to rebuild the 
house and submit it to a monastic rule; the count had controlled much of its 
income.93 It was put under Abbot William of St.-Bénigne, who, however, 
made one of his monks abbot of St.-Michel.94 In the eleventh century, the 
house freed itself from the bishops of Langres, wishing to elect its own abbots 
(GC 4:143–45, nos. 19, 21). In the twelfth century the house became depen-
dent on Molesme.95

St.-Vivant/Notre-Dame of Vergy

Founded around 900 by Count Manasses of Autun, along with his wife, Er-
mengard, son Giselbert, and brother Walo, bishop of Autun. At the end of the 
tenth century, Duke Henry of Burgundy subjected the house to William, 
abbot of St.-Bénigne of Dijon.96 As of 1095, the abbots were elected with the 
approval of the abbot of Cluny,97 but the house quickly became a Cluniac 
priory, which it remained throughout the twelfth century.

Cluny

Founded in 909/10 by Duke William of Aquitaine.98 At the end of the tenth 
century, several monasteries of the region, including St.-Bénigne of Dijon and 
St.-Germain of Auxerre, were reformed by having monks from Cluny settle 
there. Initially these houses retained their independence, but from about 1000 
on it became more common to make a house a Cluniac priory in order to re-
form it. By the beginning of the twelfth century many of the other monaster-
ies of the region had come under Cluny’s direction, including St.-Germain of 
Auxerre and Vézelay (which kept their own abbots though listed as dependen-
cies of Cluny in papal bulls) and the priories of St.-Marcel-lès-Chalon, Paray-
le-Monial, St.-Sauveur of Nevers, St.-Etienne of Nevers, and St.-Vivant of 
Vergy.99
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Paray-le-Monial

Founded in 973 by Lambert, count of Chalon. Given to Cluny in 999 by 
Lambert’s son, Count Hugh, it became a priory.100

St.-Pierre of Châlons

There is no record of a monastic life until the house was rebuilt by Bishop 
Roger of Châlons, with the consent of King Robert II, in 1021; at this time the 
house was said to have been founded by Memmius, the first bishop of Châlons 
(GC 10:152-53, no. 5).



A p p e n d i x  I I

C h u r c h e s  i n  A u x e r r e

The following list of all the churches in Auxerre (whether or not they were 
monasteries), arranged roughly in order of foundation, is intended to illustrate 
the establishment of commemoration of the see’s Christian past. The single 
most informative source is the Gesta of the bishops, originally composed in the 
870s and added to over subsequent centuries.1

The “Basilica of Lord Valerian”/St.-Pèlerin

Doubtless Auxerre’s original church, located near the river. Called Lord Vale-
rian’s basilica at the end of the sixth century (Gesta, 1:77).2 Assuming, as seems 
most likely, that Peregrinus was not in fact Auxerre’s first bishop in spite of the 
Gesta and that Bishops Valerius and Valerian were the same man, then Vale-
rian was the second bishop of Auxerre and the builder of its first real church. 
The church now known as St.-Pèlerin was doubtless built on its site.3 It was 
not listed as one of the churches of Auxerre whose abbots or archpriests were 
expected to say mass at the cathedral at the end of the seventh century (Gesta,
1:119); that listing included only the nine churches I give here after the cathe-
dral. The ecclesiastics of Auxerre long seem to have considered this their city’s 
original church, although it is first called the church of St.-Pèlerin in the third 
quarter of the eleventh century. Then Bishop Geoffrey, calling it a “chapel,” 
recovered it from “usurpers” and restored it (Gesta, 1:273).4

St.-Etienne

The cathedral, built at the end of the fourth century on top of Auxerre’s central 
hill, in the center of the old Gallo-Roman civitas, to replace the original basil-
ica as Auxerre’s principal church (Gesta, 1:27). Dedicated to Saint Stephen by 
the second half of the sixth century (Gesta, 1:75). It was surrounded by a com-
plex of small churches, as follows.
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St.-Alban

Founded by Bishop Germanus in the first half of the fifth century, to house 
relics he brought back from Britain (Gesta, 1:39), but it never became more 
than a small church inside the city walls.5 The only church in the city to escape 
the destructive fire of the beginning of the eleventh century (Gesta, 1:253).6

St.-Alban and the following three were all minor churches in the cathedral 
complex.

St.-Remi

A house of monks in the 830s,7 it had a short life as an independent house. In 
the middle of the ninth century Bishop Heribald, calling it a cella, gave it to 
the canons of his cathedral (Gesta, 1:151).

St.-Jean

Bishop Heribald rebuilt this church, most likely the original baptistry, in the 
second quarter of the ninth century. The Gesta say that it was a very old 
church, which had collapsed from age (Gesta, 1:151, 171, 199).

Ste.-Marie

Part of the cathedral complex from the early ninth century on (Gesta, 1:144, 
171, 199, 261).

St.-Marien

A monastery founded by Bishop Germanus in the first half of the fifth cen-
tury, across the river from the cathedral, and originally dedicated to Saints 
Cosme and Damien (Gesta, 1:37).8 It acquired a dedication to Marien, a local 
saint, by the end of the sixth century (Gesta, 1:51, 73). Auxerre’s first monastery, 
it was the only church of Auxerre called a monasterium in a late sixth-century 
listing (Gesta, 1:73, 77). The abbatia was taken over by the bishop of Auxerre 
at the beginning of the ninth century (Gesta, 1:143). Long abandoned in the 
1130s, it was refounded as a house of Premonstratensian canons.9

St.-Germain

Originally a basilica dedicated to Saint Maurice of Agaune, established by 
Bishop Germanus in the first half of the fifth century (Gesta, 1:39).10 The 
bishop was buried there, and the basilica then became known by his name. 
According to Heiric, a monk of St.-Germain, Queen Clotildis rebuilt the 
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basilica in sumptuous style in the early sixth century. Gregory of Tours visited 
it as a youth.11 It was still listed as a basilica, not a monastery, in the second 
half of the sixth century (Gesta, 1:73). By the first quarter of the seventh cen-
tury, however, it had an abbot, mentioned in the testament of Bishop Deside-
rius (d. 632) (Gesta, 1:103). In the middle of the seventh century, according to 
her vita, Queen Balthildis considered it one of the “senior basilicas” of the 
realm and praised the brothers who followed a “regular order” there.12 Abbot 
Lantfrid attended the 760/2 Council of Attigny (“Consilium Attiniacense,” 
MGH Concilia 2:73). In the ninth and tenth centuries, although Louis the 
Pious granted the monks the right to elect their own abbot, the house was 
ruled by a series of lay abbots: Hugh “the Abbot” of the powerful Welf family; 
Lothair, young son of Charles the Bald; Count Boso, future king of Burgundy; 
Boso’s brother Richard le Justicier; and Hugh the Great, father of Hugh 
Capet.13 Yet the monastery continued to have monks, and provosts directed 
the house’s affairs. The house prospered in spite of the lay abbots, and the 
church and crypt were rebuilt in the ninth century, but the tenth century was 
more difficult. The Benedictine Rule, including the monks’ right to elect their 
own abbot, was reestablished there in 994, at the instigation of Duke Henry 
of Burgundy—  who also seems to have been lay abbot—  under Heldric, a 
monk of Cluny who was simultaneously abbot of St.-Germain, Flavigny, and 
Moûtier-St.-Jean (Gesta, 1:233–35).14 In the 1090s it was reformed again, again 
by an abbot from Cluny although at the instigation of the bishop of Auxerre. 
Though retaining its own abbot, it was regularly listed among Cluny’s abbatiae
in papal bulls from the twelfth century.15

St.-Amâtre

Erected over the Gallo-Roman cemetery on Mont Artre, where the bishops of 
Auxerre were all buried before Germanus.16 The dedication is to Bishop Ama-
tor, buried there in the early fifth century. A basilica was established there by 
the beginning of the sixth century when Ursus, a holy man who was soon 
made bishop, established a cell as an anchorite (Gesta, 1:55, 73). It is not clear 
when it acquired a body of monks. This abbatia was taken over by the bishops 
at some point, then, according to the later episcopal Gesta, given to a “tyrant” 
in benefice, who in turn granted it “by the law of heredity” to his own son, the 
bishop of Autun (Gesta, 1:271).17 But Bishop Geoffrey finally recovered the 
house for the bishops of Auxerre in the third quarter of the eleventh century. 
Bishop Hugh refounded it as a priory of Augustinian canons around 1130.18
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St.-Pierre

A basilica in the later sixth century, located in the “suburb” of Auxerre (Gesta,
1:75, 105).19 Bishop Humbaud established canons regular there at the begin-
ning of the twelfth century, with the approval of the pope (Gesta, 2:65–69).

St.-Martin

A basilica in the second half of the sixth century (Gesta, 1:75). It may have 
originally been dedicated to the local saint Mammertinus.20 By the early sev-
enth century it had become a house of nuns, associated with St.-Marien and 
its monks (Gesta, 1:105). In the eighth century it was “usurped” by laymen, 
according to the Gesta, but returned to the control of the bishop by Charle-
magne (Gesta, 1:141). Around 1140 Bishop Hugh gave this church, which had 
long been abandoned, to the Premonstratensian canons of St.-Marien.21

St.-Julien

First mentioned as a basilica within the city in the second half of the sixth 
century (Gesta, 1:75).22 It acquired a small body of monks by the beginning of 
the seventh century, and in the first quarter of the century it had an abbot 
(Gesta, 1:105). In 631, Bishop Palladius moved the house outside the city walls 
and made it into a house of nuns (Gesta, 1:113).23 Louis the Pious made Count 
Hugh of Tours lay abbot in the early ninth century, although it was a nunnery 
at the time. It continued to have both nuns and a lay abbot; Hugh “the Abbot,” 
of the family of the Welfs, headed it a generation later.24 By the 1040s, how-
ever, it had its own abbess, Emma.25

St.-Gervais/St.-Protais/St.-Nazaire

Originally constructed as a basilica in the first quarter of the seventh century, 
under episcopal direction (Gesta, 1:107). In the eighth century it was “usurped” 
by laymen, according to the Gesta, but Charlemagne returned it to the control 
of the bishop (Gesta, 1:141). It had an abbot in the early ninth century (Gesta,
1:143). The brothers lived there “regularly” at the beginning of the tenth cen-
tury (Gesta, 1:185). In the 1140s Bishop Hugh made it a priory of Molesme.26

St.-Eusèbe

Established as a basilica, with a body of monks, by Bishop Palladius in the 
second quarter of the seventh century (Gesta, 1:113). In the eighth century it 
was “usurped” by laymen, according to the Gesta, but was returned to the 
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control of the bishop by Charlemagne (Gesta, 1:141). According to an eleventh-
century entry in the Gesta, it was originally a house of canons but had been 
almost completely destroyed before Bishop Geoffrey reestablished it with a 
body of canons and an abbot, in the third quarter of the eleventh century 
(Gesta, 1:271). Bishop Humbaud replaced these secular canons with canons 
regular at the beginning of the twelfth century (Gesta, 2:69).27

Notre-Dame-la-Dehors

Bishop Vigilius founded the monastery by testament in the final quarter of the 
seventh century (Gesta, 1:115).28 This and the eight preceding churches were 
listed at the end of the seventh century as the principal churches of Auxerre 
(Gesta, 1:119). Recovered by Bishop Geoffrey from the bishop of Autun and 
restored at the same time as St.-Amâtre; see above. In the 1140s it had a body 
of canons, whom Bishop Hugh turned out, saying “their way of life was not 
honorable”; he gave the church instead to the Premonstratensians of 
St.-Marien.29
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tree, as discussed in Chapter 7, but I have nonetheless kept the term, as sanctioned by 
scholarly tradition.
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82. William M. Daly, “Clovis: How Barbaric, How Pagan?”; Wickham, Framing the 
Early Middle Ages, pp. 80–82; Ian Wood, “The Governing Class of the Gibichung and Early 
Merovingian Kingdoms.”

83. Gregory of Tours, Hist 2.38, pp. 88–89; McCormick, Eternal Victory, pp. 328–47;
Yitzhak Hen, “The Christianisation of Kingship,” in Der Dynastiewechsel, ed. Becher and 
Jarnut, pp. 165–66; Kevin Uhalde, “The Quasi-Imperial Coinage and Fiscal Administration 
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